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haul 
of fame

A recent rash of new releases suggests 

the good, old station wagon never really passed away, it just took 

a temporary vacation. We check out four mid-sized offerings around $40,000.
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MAZDA6 IS A LOT 
OF CAR FOR THE 
LEAST MONEY. 
OCTAVIA OFFERS 
THE MOST 
DYNAMIC RIDE.

PHOTOS, 
FROM LEFT:
MONDEO AND 
LIBERTY ARE BIG 
ON SPACE AND 
FUNCTIONALITY.
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IT COULD BE argued that a station wagon’s point of 

being is to offer more room and carrying capacity 

than a sedan.

That may be, but to win over the modern day 

family it also needs to provide a quality drive and 

ride, something sometimes missing among their 

increasingly popular vehicles of choice, the Sport 

Utility Vehicle (SUV).

Recently, we put the new wagon variants of the 

well-regarded Ford Mondeo, Mazda6, Skoda Octavia 

and Subaru Liberty to the test.

The petrol-engined test contingent of Mondeo 

Zetec (six-speed auto), Mazda6 Classic (five-speed 

auto), Octavia RS TSI (six-speed DSG) and Liberty 2.5i 

(CVT) are well representative of their ilk and have 

plenty to offer as an alternative to the ubiquitous SUV.

VALUE FOR MONEY
On price alone, Mazda at $36,740 takes some 

beating by being $1250 cheaper than the Ford and 

$1750 less than the Subaru. At $42,290, the Skoda is 

by far the dearest. 

It’s not so clearly defined regarding depreciation, 

with Glass’s Guide having no residual figures for the 

Mondeo or Octavia RS. Of the other two, there is very 

little (just one percent) in it over the first three years 

of ownership. 

All come with a three year/unlimited km warranty, 

except the Ford, which is limited to 100,000 km. 

However, with most vehicles averaging less than 

15,000 km a year, this is not a problem.

For running and repair costs, the ‘blue oval’ 

product can’t be topped. In totalling the projected 

costs for five years of ownership (insurance, servicing 

to 75,000 km, consumable parts), Mondeo comes in 

more than $500 under Mazda6, nearly $800 less than 

Liberty and a whopping $1500 cheaper than Octavia. 

The latter pays further for its high performance 

credentials by incurring an additional $400 

insurance excess per year.

Going by official Australian Design Rule (ADR) 

figures, Skoda is the best on fuel consumption, 

although it prefers the more expensive 95 RON to 

the 91 (standard unleaded) ‘sipped’ by the others. 

But on test, the Czech-built wagon imbibed more 

than Mazda and Liberty, with Mondeo consistently 

the thirstiest.

Each of our contenders comes well equipped 

with standard features. Tick the boxes for dual 

climate control airconditioning, trip computer, 

multi auxiliary power outlets, front map lights, 

cruise control, leather steering wheel cover, multi 

cup holders, centre console and centre rear folding 

armrest, six-stack CD player, MP3 compatibility and 

auxiliary input, tinted windows, alloy wheels, ‘auto 

off’ headlights, front fog lamps, power mirrors/

windows and remote locking.

Mondeo and Octavia outnumber the Mazda6 and 

Liberty for the number of speakers (eight plays six) 

and the former also boasts rear fog lamps, front/

rear parking sensors, bluetooth and USB port, front 

seatbelt reminder and ‘follow-me-home’ lighting.

The Mazda provides a one-touch power driver’s 

window operation, lights-on audible warning, roof rails, 

and front and rear audible/visual seatbelt warning.

The Skoda scores by boasting map lights over 

the rear seats, auto dim interior mirror, speed alert, 

heated front seats and rear view mirrors, alloy 

pedals, roof rails and tyre pressure sensor.

Mazda6, Octavia and Liberty can claim a cargo 

light, while the latter has heater ducts for rear 

passengers and electronic park brake with hill hold.

DESIGN & FUNCTION
Safety is a strong point for all four wagons, with 

dual front, front side and front/rear curtain airbags 

standard. The Ford and Subaru also get a driver’s 

knee bag. All have potentially life-saving anti-lock 

brakes (ABS), electronic brake distribution (EBD), 

brake assist (BA), electronic stability control (ESC), 

traction control (TC) and front height-adjustable 

seatbelts with pretensioners. Little wonder they 

score a five (out of five) star ANCAP safety rating, 

except Skoda, which earns a still respectable four.

Mondeo is alone in having a security alarm as 

standard, although the Liberty comes pre-wired for 

installation and Skoda offers it as an option. Our 

foursome is fitted with an immobiliser, but only 

Liberty can claim the Datadots ID system and stereo 

theft code protection. Ford provides locking wheel nuts.

No one misses out on driver’s footrest, tilt and reach 

steering and audio/cruise controls handily mounted 

on the steering wheel. All offer the driver a choice of 

manual sequential shift, but Liberty and Octavia also 

come with a wheel-mounted paddle shift.

Comfort is another universal strength. The Skoda’s 

front seats boast lumbar and height adjustment and 

their sporty design provides both comfort and support.

It’s possible for a driver to get well settled in the 

Ford, too, with power adjustment for height and 

slide. The seats are flatter and, while they come with 

lumbar adjustment, miss out on cushion tilt (as does 

the Mazda and Subaru).

Subaru offers the best front and rear headroom, by 

a fair margin from the Ford, but it’s line ball between 

the pair for most rear leg room. Skoda has the 

longest rear seat cushion, Mazda the widest.

In cargo area, Ford is by far the longest, Subaru the 

widest and Skoda the best in height. But maximum 

dimensions tell only part of the story, as no cargo 

area or boot is perfectly symmetrical. The minimum 

dimensions largely determine practical load carrying 

capability and here Subaru wins on length, Ford on 

width and Skoda on height.

For more cargo space, the rear seats on each 

can be split-folded 60/40 but only the Mazda folds 

completely flat without the inconvenience of 

adjusting head rests and the cushion. With seats 

down, the Subaru offers arguably the best load 

carrying solution. 

Mazda pips the others for practicality, primarily 

due to providing a full size spare tyre and the afore-

mentioned flat-fold rear seats. All offer good access 

to the cargo area through the absence of internal 

load lip, except Skoda. But only the Czech mate 

boasts a ‘ski port’.

All are endowed with a flat cargo floor and come 

with tie-downs and coat hooks, seatback pockets 

and cargo blind, although just Mazda6 and Octavia 

provide a locking glovebox.

All score multiple power outlets but only Skoda 

rear passengers get their own ventilation. Ford’s 

under-floor storage trays in the cargo bay are a 

handy touch.

None of the four misses out on lap/sash three-

point seatbelts for all five occupants or a full 

complement of headrests, along with mounting 

points fitted for three child restraints. 

ON THE ROAD
With easily the best power and torque outputs 

and being just 1 kg heavier than the lightest 

wagon (Liberty), the Octavia RS was always going 

to set the pace in performance. And so it proved, 

with the 2.0-litre turbo transverse four giving the 

others a ‘towelling’ in six of our track acceleration 

tests. There’s no hint of turbo lag, and with the 

DSG gearbox providing blindingly fast and precise 

up shifts, the RS was in a class of its own among 

this field.Consistently second quickest, in all but 

50-80 km/h, was the Liberty. This surprised our 
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testers, as it doesn’t engender any great feeling of 

responsiveness. 

In contrast, the Mazda feels and sounds like it 

enjoys being questioned. While not particularly quick, 

the 2.5-litre, in-line double overhead cam (DOHC) four 

never seems to be found wanting and its torque curve 

is well matched to the five-speed Activematic.

Weight, together with a lack of power and torque, 

counted against the Ford and it was no surprise 

to see it finish last in every acceleration test. But 

around town and cruising out on the highway these 

discrepancies are less noticeable and Mondeo drives 

more than capably. 

Mazda6 and Liberty are Herculean when it comes 

to towing ability, both rated at 1500 kg (braked), 

200 kg ahead of Octavia and 300 kg up on Mondeo. 

However, unbraked, the latter can pull 750 kg, 

Liberty 720 kg, Octavia 650 kg and Mazda6 550 kg. 

Ride quality could be split into two camps: firm 

(Mazda and Skoda) and soft or soft-ish (Ford and 

Subaru). The Octavia, with its sports suspension, 

18-inch wheels and low-profile rubber, might even be 

considered hard.

Mazda6’s ride might better be called taut. There 

is noticeable softness in the rear suspension. But it 

copes with bumps and is adept on gravel.

Mondeo rides particularly well when the going 

gets rough. Bigger bumps will unsettle the car, but 

the rebound control is such that it can be gathered 

back up easily. 

Subaru’s ride is better than the previous Liberty, 

being compliant and composed. It is sensational on 

gravel, very smooth and stable elsewhere, but can 

become ‘floaty’ on bumpy, back roads.

The Mazda6 sedan is an impressive handler, 

renowned for its nicely sorted, balanced chassis 

and well-weighted, sharp-to-turn-in steering. Apart 

RACQ CAN HELP WITH CAR FINANCE. CONTACT 1300 361 316 OR VISIT 
WWW.RACQ.COM/LOAN. FOR RACQ INSURANCE, CALL 13 1905 OR VISIT 
RACQ.COM

from the rear end not seeming as well tied down, the 

wagon handles much the same. 

Its grip is consistent, if not as utterly convincing as 

the sporty Skoda that is as impressive dynamically 

as it is performance-wise. 

Despite feeling heavier and less agile than the others, 

Mondeo is no barge when a succession of corners or 

S-bends is thrown at it. Body roll is well controlled 

and the wagon remains competently neutral.

Given its symmetrical all-wheel-drive design, the 

Subaru’s grip is not as emphatic as we expected. Like 

Mazda6, it could do with more rear end bite.

Mazda and Skoda shared our emergency brake test 

honours, pulling up in an average 23.6 metres from 

80 km/h, just 0.1 m ahead of the Ford, with Liberty 

trailing nearly 1 m. This test reinforced testers’ 

impressions of the quartet’s braking performance 

under general driving conditions.

But bring the noise meter out and it’s all Subaru. 

Liberty proved quietest at idle, accelerating from 50-

80 km/h and at a steady 80 km/h, while the Mazda 

came in second in all three.

The Ford is noisy due to its engine having to work 

harder under power, while the Skoda’s boisterous 

personality might be put down to its willingness to 

perform.

CONCLUSION
On performance alone, Octavia would win this 

encounter handsomely. Then would follow Liberty, 

Mazda6 and Mondeo. If size and space counted for 

everything, it would be Ford, Subaru, Mazda and 

Skoda in that order.

But we suspect most station wagon buyers might 

be looking for something with a good serving of 

both commodities - a ‘Labrador lugger’ with a 

user-friendly personality that they could live with 

everyday. The Mazda6 fits the bill.

How they 
stack up!

 FORD  MAZDA SKODA SUBARU
 MONDEO ZETEC 6 CLASSIC OCTAVIA RS LIBERTY 2.5i
PRICE^  $37,990 $36,740 $42,290 $38,490

^Prices are manufacturers’ recommended retail prices and do not include statutory and delivery charges.

Country of Origin Belgium Japan Czech Republic Japan

STANDARD EQUIPMENT

Dual climate control airconditioning S S S S

Alloy wheels S (17-inch) S (17-inch) S (18-inch) S (17-inch)

Tyres 235/45R17 215/50R17 225/40R18 215/50R17

Spare wheel type 16-inch steel s/saver Full size 16-inch temporary 17-inch temporary

6-stack CD player/power windows S/S S/S S/S S/S

Driver’s seat height adjustment S S S S

Steering height/reach adjustment S/S S/S S/S S/S

SAFETY

Airbags S (7) S (6) S (6) S (7)

ABS/EBD/BA/ESC/TC S S S S

Seatbelt pretensioners (front) S S S S

Height-adjustable seatbelts (front) S S S S

Crash rating    

PERFORMANCE

Engine (4-cyl) 2.3-litre DOHC 2.5-litre DOHC 2.0-litre Turbo 2.5-litre SOHC

Max. power (kW@rpm) 118 @ 6500 125 @ 6000 147 @ 5100-6000 123 @ 5600

Max torque (Nm@rpm) 208 @ 4200 226 @ 4000 280 @ 1800-5000 229 @ 4000

Kerb weight (kg) 1570 1507 1475 1474

0-100 km/h (as tested) 12.0 sec 11.1 sec 7.7 sec 10.2 sec

Braking from 80 km/h (as tested) 23.7 m 23.6 m 23.6 m 24.6 m

FUEL/ENVIRONMENT

Fuel type ULP ULP 95 PULP ULP

Average (litres/100 km, as tested) 12.7 8.6 12.0 10.5

Tank (litres)/range (km, as tested) 70/551 64/744 55/458 65/619

Environmental rating (GVG)    

CO2 emissions 227 (g/km) 211 (g/km) 184 (g/km) 198 (g/km)

SERVICING/TYPICAL REPLACEMENT PARTS PRICES

Warranty (yrs/km) 3/100,000 3/unlimited 3/unlimited 3/unlimited

Est. servicing costs to 75,000 km $1271 $2232 (80,000 km) $2882 $1768 

Tyres, brake pads/rotors, oil/air filters $1560 $2096 $2438 $1955

Windscreen wiper blades (2) $160 (complete assembly) $28 $81 $48

INSURANCE COSTS (annual^^) $971 $812 $796 (+ add. $400 excess) $971

^^Based on an RACQ Insurance comprehensive policy for a 35-year-old male, maximum no claim bonus, vehicle financially unencumbered, and $500 

excess. Postcode 4066. Multi-policy and RACQ member loyalty discounts may apply.

RACQ can help with car finance. Contact 1300 361 316 or visit www.racq.com/loan. For RACQ Insurance, call 13 1905 or visit racq.com.

STAR RATINGS

Value for money    

Design & function    

On the road    

Overall    


