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Mid-size cars are in vogue big time. For evidence, look no 
further than our 2009 Australia’s Best Cars awards, where 

some 30 and 50 models were eligible for the under $28,000 
and over $28,000 categories respectively. 

The Skoda Octavia Ambiente 1.9 TDI, Holden Epica CDXi and 
Hyundai Sonata SLX CRDi account for three, positioned as they 
are at the more affordable end of the latter category. 

All are four-door, good-size, common-rail turbo-diesel, well-
equipped sedans with automatic transmission and, best of all, 
keen pricing.

While Holden and Hyundai need no introduction, it would be 

MIDDLE
management

fair to say Skoda is little known in Australia. But overseas, it’s a 
different story, where this Eastern European battler’s brand has 
taken off after being acquired in recent years by Volkswagen. 

This is in no part due to the parent company introducing 
a range of relevant models and improving build quality 
immeasurably. Think of Octavia as a cut price, Czech-built VW 
Jetta.

Value for money
At $32,290, Octavia makes the hip pocket nerve twitch least, 

but with Sonata priced just $200 higher and Epica coming in at 
$33,490, there is very little in it.  

Starters: Skoda Octavia Ambiente 1.9 TDI, Hyundai Sonata CRDi SLX, Holden Epica CDXi

Testers:  Barry Green, John Ewing, Gerard McConkey
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Sonata impresses with its attractive 
and well-designed interior.

Epica scores with 
metallic paint as 
standard.

Octavia’s seats are firm but 
comfortable over distance.

In terms of depreciation, the authoritative Glass’s Guide has 
no residual values for any of our runners. However, if figures 
available for Epica and Sonata petrol variants are any guide, 
buyers are in for a hammering. 

Glass’s estimates a petrol Sonata will depreciate 46 percent 
in its first year, with Epica petrol dropping 34 percent. After four 
and five years there is little difference between the pair, although 
residuals continue to plummet, down to 29 and 28 percent 
respectively.

Being a new kid on the block, little is known of the Skoda’s 
likely depreciation performance.

There is also not much difference when it comes to insurance, 
as little more than $100 separates the dearest (Skoda) from the 
cheapest (Epica). 

Each of our trio is able to claim sensible 15,000 km or 12 
months servicing intervals. In comparing five-year/75,000 km 
scheduled servicing costs, Sonata shapes as being the dearest 
by some margin over Octavia and Epica, in that order. 

But more expensive 17-inch tyres blow out the cost of 
Holden’s standard basket of parts, making it a costlier 

proposition 
than the 
Hyundai, 
while Skoda 
owners delve 
for fewer 
dollars again. 

Despite this, however, it’s still advantage 
Epica. It impresses as the most economical to 
run over five years by margins of some $300 
(Octavia) and nearly $600 (Sonata). 

On test, more than 1000 km of driving as 
varied as might be encountered anywhere 
produced some impressive fuel economy 
figures. The Skoda proved consistently the 
thriftiest, returning an average economy figure 
of 7.1 litres/100 km. This compares with 
Sonata’s return of 8.3 and Epica’s 8.9. 

Hyundai is a hard act to beat whenever 
warranty is mentioned and here Sonata rules 
with its five year/unlimited offering.

When it comes to standard features, the trio 
is closely matched, with one offering more or 
less in different areas. For example, the Skoda 
gets rear seatbelt pretensioners but only four 
speakers compared with Epica’s eight and 
Sonata’s six, including front ‘tweeters’.  

Epica offers a six-stack, in-dash CD player as 
standard, as well as rear parking sensors and 
metallic paint. The latter is a $630 option on 
the Skoda and $375 on the Sonata.  

Sonata has iPod compatibility plus a USB 
port and auxiliary input to play portable 
audio equipment, but comes with standard 
airconditioning instead of climate control, 
unlike its rivals. And, as with Octavia, just a 
single disc, in-dash CD player is standard fare. 

All have audio and cruise controls on the 
steering wheel – a nice touch – trip computer 
and tinted windows.

Design & function
Each of our trio scores a four-star (out of 

five) ANCAP crash safety rating, with driver and 
front passenger, front side and front and rear curtain airbags as 
standard. As might be 
expected with cars of this 
price range, side rear and 
driver’s knee airbags are 
not included. 

However, all boast 
anti-lock braking 
with electronic brake 
distribution and brake 
assist, traction control 
and, commendably, 
electronic stability 
control. 

Unlike its rivals, Octavia 
misses out an alarm as 
standard, but provides 
a lasered VIN (vehicle 
identification number) on 
its windows and locking 
nuts for its alloy wheels 
as a deterrent to thieves. 

All three have an 
immobiliser and central 
locking, with remote 
control for the doors and 
boot.   

Epica lags in the 

environment area, being 
afforded three star Green 
Vehicle Guide status, compared 
with three and a half stars for 
the other two.

Octavia’s front seat cushions 
are the narrowest and firmest 
of the three, but hold up well 
the longer the time behind the 
wheel. Sonata’s, by contrast, 
seem soft and accommodating 
to begin with, but prove less 
enduring over time and distance. 

Epica’s front passenger could 
be better catered for, missing 
out on seat height adjustment 
(which the driver gets). In the 
other two, both driver and 
passenger score.  

All adjustment is manual, 
not powered, but this is to be 
expected in cars of this price.

Each of the trio provides 
steering wheel tilt and reach 
adjustment, but a footrest is a 
noticeable omission on Epica. 

All offer lumbar adjustment 
to both front seats and a 60/40 
split rear seat, a handy feature when it comes to meeting the 
challenge of carrying various shaped and sized cargo. 

The Skoda can claim the best rear seating position but that 
said, things are still a squeeze with three adults due to the 
narrowest width. The Hyundai is more accommodating than the 

Holden across the back 
row, where headroom is 
an issue for outer position 
passengers.  

Sonata offers the 
best boot space, being 
particularly generous in 
maximum width. However, 
all three suffer from a deep 
internal load lip, meaning 

luggage has to be lifted 
over and into the boot. 
Epica’s strut towers eat 
into its boot space more 
than the others. 

Given the functional 
design of these vehicles, 
you would expect them to 
be big on practicality and 
they generally are, except 
that Epica lets itself down 
by being equipped with 
a temporary use spare 
wheel instead of a full 
size, like the others. 

Skoda has no 
illuminated vanity mirrors 
or interior boot release, 
but gets a cooler vent 
in the glove box to keep 
drinks at a pleasant 
temperature in warmer 

weather. It 
also misses 
out on a 
lockable 
glove box, 
but picks up 
another tick with rear air vents on the centre console for back 
seat passengers. 

Epica is devoid of rear door pockets and a rear auxiliary power 
outlet, which is something of a surprise given that these are not 
big-cost items. 

Sonata is alone in counting sun visor extensions among its 
equipment, which even extends to a box of disposable latex 
gloves to make the job of refuelling at the diesel pump less 
unpleasant.  

Importantly, each car has three child restraint points fitted, 
either on the rear parcel ledge or base of the rear seats. 

The Holden steals a march on the others through its long-
established dealer and extensive service network, which is 
second to none. Hyundai, decent as it is, cannot match Holden’s 
numbers, while Skoda has it all to do in growing its network to 
something approaching acceptable. 

Interior styling is much like exterior styling. What looks good is 
very much in the eye of the beholder. That said, testers agreed 
Sonata blitzes the others with its attractively designed and laid 
out dash that appeals aesthetically and ergonomically. 

Sonata also has better fitted carpet, a higher quality of plastics 
and more attention to detail than Epica, while Skoda finishes 
a poor third. Its interior presents as dull and uninteresting, an 
impression not helped by a ‘tinny’ sounding radio that really has 
no place in a 21st century car of any price.  

In terms of paint quality and body margin fit, the Czech-made 

WHAT THE STARS SAY (out of five)
  Skoda Holden Hyundai
Price  HHHH HHHI HHHH

Equipment  HHH HHHI HHH

Running & repair costs HHH HHHI HHI

Fuel economy HHHH HHH HHHI

WHAT THE STARS SAY (out of five)
  Skoda Holden Hyundai
Safety  HHHH HHHH HHHH

Space/practicality HHHI HHHI HHHH

Build  HHH HHH HHH



car generally stood up to close scrutiny, although an ill-fitting 
front left headlight raised the question of whether the vehicle 
might have been in some sort of ‘bingle’.  

Here, Epica is best of the three, with Sonata suffering from 
some ‘orange peel’ and finish variation to its paintwork.

On the road
Around town, our trio does its job of getting driver (and 

passengers) from point A to B comfortably and economically. 
But take each out of its comfort zone and into the real world of 
south-east Queensland ‘back block’ roads, and some cracks 
appear. 

On paper, the Skoda might present as having the least 
impressive power-to-weight ratio of the three, but it impresses 
mightily as the quickest point-to-point proposition. 

There is some driveline ‘shrink’ or ‘snatch’ noticeable when 
pulling up before the car comes to a stop, but this is nothing an 
owner couldn’t live with.  

In the weight-watcher stakes, Epica is more than 200 kg 
heavier than the Skoda but just less than 150 kg lighter than 
Sonata. In being able to claim bragging rights for the highest 
power and torque-to-weight figures, little wonder the Holden is 
the fastest in a straight line – once it gets going. 

There is a noticeable turbo lag off the line and during rolling 
starts and its six-speed auto is markedly slower to respond and 
kick down than Skoda. That said, the diesel still offers the best 
driveability of the Epica range. 

Sonata is a match for Epica in the horsepower stakes 
but it is let down by being the heaviest at a portly 1711 kg. 
Consequently its engine lacks the pull of its rivals, and feels a 
little breathless when pushed hard. 

Skoda has a firm ride, yet it’s still the best package, thanks 
to a combination of well-sorted springs and dampers that 

despatches 
bumps with 
ease.  

Epica 
is better 
damped than 

WHAT THE STARS SAY (out of five)
  Skoda Holden Hyundai
Performance  HHHH HHHI HHHI

Ride  HHHH HHH HHH

Handling  HHHH HHH HHH

Sonata offers a 
plush ride around 
town.

Sonata, but still rides pretty firmly and the rear end particularly is 
prone to skipping around when the going gets rough. 

Sonata initially feels soft and plush, but over uneven surfaces 
the comfort level deteriorates due to under-damping and a soft 
suspension set up.  

Even though there is a slight tendency to understeer, the 
nimble and light Octavia is forgiving and predictable. Its steering 
is the pick of the three. This is a car that turns in obediently, 
although grip levels are not that high and tyre squeal is easily 
provoked.  

Testers agree a bigger set of wheels and tyres would more 
than likely overcome this deficiency. Handily, Skoda offers a 
$2690 option pack that includes 17-inch alloys and sports 

Octavia’s on-road 
behaviour is hard to fault.
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Epica can claim a 
power advantage.
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suspension. 
As a handler, Epica feels ponderous. Its numb steering is 

inconsistent with weight increasing as lock is applied. We’re not 
sure of the car’s front/rear weight distribution, but it seems nose 
heavy and this could be the cause of a reluctance to turn in 
incisively. 

However, the Holden’s grip levels are higher than the Skoda 
and it presents as better tied 
down than Sonata. 

More was expected of the 
latter, now that Hyundai has 
revised the suspension to better 
cope with rougher Australian 
conditions. Improvements also 
include more direct steering 
(from 3.3 to 3.0 turns lock-to-
lock). But things haven’t quite 
worked out.  

The car fails to change 
direction as nimbly as the 
Skoda and over corrugations, 
particularly mid corner, the 
Hyundai experienced rack 
rattle or kick back through the 
steering. 

Despite its pedal having a 
wooden feel towards the limit 
of its travel, Epica performed 
the best when put through our 
regular succession of 80 km/h-
stop brake tests. It pulled up on 
average a not insignificant 0.7 m
shorter than the Skoda and 
1.5 m the better of Sonata. 

Being diesels, nothing much 
was expected of our trio by way 
of quietness and smoothness. 
And that’s the way it turned out, 
with all clattering away at idle. 
On the open road, the Sonata 
sounded the quietest, with less 
tyre noise and road rumble 
than Epica and Octavia (in that 
order).

Conclusion
We can report that our test 

trio delivers pragmatic motoring 
at an affordable price. So, in a 
nutshell, how do they compare?  

It’s line ball on safety and 
build quality and Octavia and 
Sonata are just ahead on price. 
But Epica has the edge in 
equipment and running/repair 
costs, while Sonata claims a 
narrow advantage in space and 
practicality. 

Neither, though, can match 
Octavia for performance, ride, 
handling and fuel economy, so 
it’s Czech, mate.  

Granted, a question mark 
hangs over Skoda’s residual 
values, but we hope buyers will 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.

How they
stack up!

not be put 
off by the 
make’s lack 
of badge 
recognition and sparse (for now) dealer network because, for 
turn-key, everyday motoring, the Octavia Ambiente 1.9 TDI has a 
lot going for it. 

WHAT THE STARS SAY (out of five)
  Skoda Holden Hyundai
Overall star rating HHHH HHH HHH

 Skoda Octavia Holden Epica Hyundai Sonata 
 Ambiente 1.9 TDI CDXi CRDi SLX

LIST PRICE (excl. on-road costs) $32,290 $33,490 $32,490
Country of Origin Czech Republic South Korea South Korea
STANDARD EQUIPMENT
Airconditioning S (climate control) S (climate control) S
Alloy wheels S (15’’) S (17”) S (16”)
Tyres 205/60R15 215/50R17 215/60R16
Spare wheel type Full-size alloy Temp use (15” steel) Full size 
CD player S (single) S (6 in dash) S (single)
Trip Computer S S S
Cruise control S S S
Driver’s seat height adjustment S S S
Steering height & reach adjustment S S S
Power windows S S S
SAFETY
Dual front airbags S S S
Side airbags (front) S S S
Curtain Airbags S (f&r) S (f&r) S (f&r)
ABS/EBD/BA S//S/S  S/S/S S/S/S
Traction control S S S
ESC S S S
Seatbelt pretensioners  S (f & outer rears) S (f) S (f)
Height-adjustable seatbelts  S (f) S (f) S (f)
ANCAP crash rating HHHH HHHH HHHH

PERFORMANCE
Engine 1.9-litre, CRD, turbo 4-cyl. 2.0-litre, CRD, turbo 4-cyl. 2.0-litre, CRD, turbo 4-cyl. 
Max. power (kW@rpm)  77 @ 4000 110 @ 4000 110 @ 3800
Max torque (Nm@rpm)  250 @ 1900 320 @ 2000 305 @ 1800-2500
Kerb weight (kg) 1350 1570 1711
Max braked towing capacity (kg) 1600 1200 1100
0-100 km/h (secs) 12.2 11.0 11.5
Braking from 80 km/h (m) 24.9 (ABS) 24.2 (ABS) 25.7 (ABS)
Environmental rating (GVG) HHHI HHH HHHI

FUEL/ENVIRONMENT
Fuel type Diesel Diesel  Diesel
Best/worst/average (litres/100 km) 6.1/7.7/7.1 7.6/9.8/8.9 7.5/8.9/8.3
Tank (litres)/range (km, as tested) 55/775 65/730 70/843
SERVICING/TYPICAL REPLACEMENT PARTS PRICES
Warranty (yrs/km) 3/unlimited 3/100,000 kms 5/unlimited
Est. servicing costs to 75,000 km $1148 $1105 $1690
Tyres (4) $680 $1080 $540
Brake pads (2) $139 $80 $234
Brake rotors (2) $258 $220 $422
Oil filter $17 $45 $33
Air filter $34 $30 $50
Windscreen wiper blades (2)  $92 $45 $58
INSURANCE COSTS (annual^) $796 $680 $707
^Based on an RACQ Insurance comprehensive policy for a 35-year-old male, maximum no claim bonus, vehicle financially 
unencumbered, and $450 excess. Postcode 4066. Multi-policy and RACQ member loyalty discounts may apply. 
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