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For immediate release: April 11, 2026

Neuville in command in Croatia following stage 14 drama

Thierry Neuville will take a lead of 1m14.5s into the final day of Croatia Rally 2026 after the battle for victory was turned on its head during a dramatic stage 14 this afternoon (Saturday).

Sami Pajari had been on course for his maiden victory in the FIA World Rally Championship only to be forced to change a punctured front-right tyre on the repeat of the Generalski Stol - Zdihovo stage. 

From leading by 12.7s prior to the 22.48-kilometre run, the Toyota driver’s delay dropped him from first to third, 1m35.0s behind new pacesetter Neuville.

Pajari’s team-mate Takamoto Katsuta was also delayed completing the stage after he picked up a front-left puncture. However, last month’s Safari Rally Kenya was close enough to the finish to avoid having to stop to replace the damaged tyre. Nevertheless, his outside hopes of back-to-back WRC wins – he was 21.1s adrift of top spot at the time – were effectively ended.

But there were no such problems for Hyundai driver Neuville, who moved into a lead he wouldn’t relinquish. 

“It just clicks this weekend,” Neuville said. “The car was from the beginning feeling better than on the other rallies and step by step we were able to improve it at the beginning of the event and now we have something I am more or less comfortable with, and we were able to fight with the other guys. The conditions are very challenging and somehow we were able to go at a good speed. The most important is to feel comfortable in the car. If you don’t you can’t do anything. This weekend I really feel good in the car and I’m enjoying it.”

Pajari, who is 31.9s behind second-placed Katsuta, said: “It has been a tough afternoon. We are still on the podium positions so I should be happy for that, but I’m not able to find so many positives about the afternoon. Tomorrow is another day, one day to go and you never know, but still I’m quite gutted.”

Katsuta added: “A big shame because we were very trying to manage well. It went quite well until that long stage on the second pass. I was trying to avoid those things but unfortunately it happened. It was a proper, proper lottery. Even on some gravel rallies we didn’t have that many stones on the road. We’ll try our best to find some more confidence tomorrow.”

Pajari headed to the Primorje-Gorski Kotar and Karlovac counties east of event base Rijeka this morning leading by 13.7s following his charging display on Friday. 

After dropping 3.6s behind Neuville following the day-opening Platak stage, Katsuta hit back with the second fastest time of all through Ravna Gora – Skrad to demote Neuville for second place, 13.5s down on Pajari. But Neuville was back ahead of Katsuta after Generalski Stol - Zdihovo to close within 11.8s of Pajari. However, a moment for Neuville on Pećurkovo Brdo - Mrežnički Novaki, the final stage of the morning loop, left Pajari leading by 12.4s. “On the braking there was a pothole and I lost the steering completely out of my hands so I went in the dirt and lost a lot of time,” Neuville explained.

Hayden Paddon is fourth for Hyundai, despite a puncture on stage 14, but team-mate Adrien Fourmaux retired after he inflicted heavy damage to the rear of his i20 N Rally1 with an off 7.2 kilometres into stage 12. The Frenchman is set to restart on Sunday’s final leg.









Fourmaux’s exit promoted FIA WRC2 leader Yohan Rossel from sixth to fifth in a Lancia Ypsilon Rally2 HF Integrale with younger brother Léo Rossel moving into third in his Citroën C3 Rally2 after a puncture for Alejandro Cachón and a turbo issue for Nikolay Gryazin in the second Lancia.

“It was a good Saturday for sure,” said Yohan Rossel. “The plan now is to do the same on Sunday. It will be not easy tomorrow. Maybe more easy with the dirty part, no cuts. If you cut you immediately have a puncture. Just keep focused on what we want to do tomorrow and it will be great for Lancia.”

Roope Korhonen is seventh overnight with Gryazin eighth, Cachón ninth and Roberto Daprà completing the top 10, despite a scare on the final stage of the day when he briefly went off the road.

Oliver Solberg restarted on Saturday morning following his SS1 crash on Friday and went quickest on all four stages of today’s opening loop. He was also quickest twice in the afternoon but punctures on SS13 and SS16 ruled out a clean sweep of stage bests for the Rallye Monte-Carlo winner.

Toyota team-mate Elfyn Evans also returned to the action after crashing on Friday, as did Jon Armstrong. Josh McErlean moved up to 10th place on stage nine but dropped back after smoke appeared in the cockpit of his M-Sport Ford Puma on stage 10.

“One of the wires started to catch fire, it seemed like it was shortening out and it started to burn the dash and whenever you see fire it’s not such a good issue,” McErlean explained. “We tried to sort it out on the road section and it seems okay now so let’s keep going. It’s quite crazy [in that stage] but still we’re so far off.”

Ali Türkkan leads the FIA Junior WRC Championship after overnight pacesetter Calle Carlberg dropped back with a puncture on stage 11. The Turkish driver’s advantage is 33.9s.

Croatia Rally’s deciding leg tomorrow (Sunday) is a mission of discovery in the Lika-Senj county south of Rijeka. The new-to-WRC Bribir - Novi Vinodolski is up first from 08h05 local time. It’s followed by the previously unused Alan - Senj at 09h05. The stages are repeated at 10h38 and 13h15 respectively with Alan - Senj forming the Wolf Power Stage when it’s run for a second time. Opatija on the Kvarner coast hosts the podium finish from 16h00.

USEFUL LINKS
Event website (including news, itinerary, other documentation): https://rally-croatia.com/en/
FIA.com
WRC.com
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https://www.youtube.com/@CroatiaRally
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