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weekend
warriors

For around $40,000, there’s a veritable smorgasbord of recreational 

four-wheel-drive vehicles from which to choose. We put four of the 

newer diesel-powered examples to the test, on and off road.
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PHOTOS, 
FROM LEFT: 
Korean cousins 
Kia Sorento and 
Hyundai Santa Fe 
come with seats 
for seven.

PHOTOS, 
FROM LEFT:
Skoda Octavia 
Scout and Mazda 
CX-7 Diesel Sports 
are available with 
six-speed manual 
only.
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STaRTERS: HYUNDAI SANTA FE ELITE, KIA SORENTO SI, MAZDA CX-7 DIESEL SPORTS, SKODA OCTAVIA SCOUT
TESTERS: BARRY GREEN, JOHN EWING, MARK BORLACE, GERARD MCCONKEY

THE POPULARITY OF compact/medium sized Sports 

Utility Vehicles (SUVs) seems to know no bounds. Even 

the apocalyptic arm of the Global Financial Crisis 

last year failed to pull the handbrake on sales of ‘soft 

roaders’ in Queensland.

But now buyers have been further spoiled for choice 

with the release of new offerings from Mazda, Hyundai 

and Kia, along with a model refresh from Skoda.

While the Korean duo ushered in a fresh range of 

re-engined, revamped diesel variants with familiar 

names, Mazda delivered an addition to its CX-7 ranks, 

the Diesel Sports. Powered by a 2.2-litre, common rail 

diesel (CRD), turbo, four-cylinder engine (with six-speed 

manual gearbox only) and Active Torque-Split all-wheel-

drive (AWD) system, the Diesel Sports boasts a refreshed 

interior and exterior and more equipment.

Kia’s Sorento is now a monocoque construction with 

multilink rear suspension and seven seats as standard. 

Its low-range transfer case has been dropped in favour 

of a torque-on-demand AWD system with lock mode, 

and a new 2.2-litre, CRD, turbo four-cylinder engine 

provides the motivation.

Sharing the same powerplant, Hyundai’s latest Santa 

Fe R seven-seater also comes with a host of technical 

and cosmetic upgrades, as well as improved crash and 

rollover protection. Hyundai has reconfigured its line-up 

to three trim levels: SLX, Elite and Highlander, the latter 

two available with six-speed auto only. Santa Fe’s AWD 

system is on demand, with centre diff lock for 50/50 

traction front to rear. 

Last September, Skoda’s 2.0-litre turbo-diesel Octavia 

Scout joined its brothers in arms, the Octavia and 

Octavia RS, in receiving a subtle design update. The 

revisions included the grille (with its 19 vertically 

arranged ribs surrounded by a redesigned, chrome-

plated frame) and larger, more dominant, headlights. 

Scout uses a Haldex clutch between front/rear axles and 

also comes with six-speed manual gearbox only.

VALUE FOR MONEY

Had all gone to plan, our four contenders would have 

fronted in six-speed manual specification. However, 

Hyundai presented its mid-range six-speed auto Elite 

instead of the base model manual SLX. At $43,990, this 

made Santa Fe $350 more than CX-7, while Sorento 

slipped in at $39,990 and Scout $39,490. 

For the extra money, Elite buyers get roof rails, fold-

down conversation mirror in the roof console (to keep 

an eye on the kids in the back), powered driver’s seat, 

full auto dual-zone climate control airconditioning and 

a cooler box in the centre console among the extras.

With the Glass’s Guide having no residual figures 

available yet for the new Diesel Sports, we turned to its 

petrol-powered Classic Sports 4x4 sibling for a clue as 

to likely depreciation. Applying this percentage, a buyer 

might lose just on $13,000 after two years, compared 

with approximately $15,600 for the Kia, $17,200 for the 

Hyundai and $18,400 for the Skoda (based on residuals 

for the Octavia 2.0-litre TDI wagon).

But a CX-7 buyer can expect to pay more by way of 

servicing costs, due in part to Mazda setting its service 

intervals at 10,000 km, compared with the other three’s 

15,000 km. Based on figures supplied by the parent 

companies, over 75,000 km this would amount to nearly 

$3700 for the Mazda, a little more than $2100 for the 

Hyundai, just under $2000 for the Skoda and a tad less 

than $1700 for the Kia.

According to the official Australian Design Rules ADR 

figures, Scout (6.6-litres/100 km) is the most fuel frugal, 

ahead of Sorento (6.7), Santa Fe (7.5) and CX-7 (7.6). 

However, on test the Kia matched the Skoda (7.7), with 

the Mazda averaging 8.2 and the Hyundai 10.0.

Korean manufacturers take some beating when 

it comes to warranty, Kia and Hyundai’s five-years/

unlimited kilometre offering topping the Japanese duo’s 

three-years/unlimited deal.

Our test quartet fairly bristles with standard features. 

All have adjustable front and rear headrests (Sorento and 

Santa Fe active fronts), height-adjustable front seatbelts 

with pretensioners, centre rear lap/sash belt, immobiliser, 

central locking with remote for doors, auxiliary power 

outlets, map reading lights, cruise control, cup holders, 

driver’s footrest, tie-down hooks, door and seatback 

pockets (CX-7 has only one of the latter to the other’s 

two) and steering reach/tilt adjustment.

Also common are am/fm tuner, CD player (a six 

in-dash unit is standard in CX-7 and Scout), wheel-

mounted audio and cruise controls (except Scout, which 

lacks the latter), MP3 compatibility and auxiliary input, 

tinted windows, trip computer, ‘auto off’ headlights, 

front fog lamps, heated and powered rear vision 

mirrors (Santa Fe and Sorento items also fold), powered 

windows and intermittent wipers. 

Neither Korean car has a ski port and CX-7 doesn’t 

offer deadlocking, but is alone in having satellite 

navigation, a Bose 240 watt audio system and bluetooth 

hands-free compatibility. Scout boasts lock nuts for its 

alloy wheels, cargo net, cooled glovebox and console, 

and rear parking sensors. Santa Fe also comes with the 

latter and offers rear fog lamps. Like its Korean kindred 

brother, Sorento claims a lockable glovebox.

DESIGN & FUNCTION

Testers agreed the Skoda has the edge in comfort, 

ahead of the Mazda, Hyundai and Kia in that order. The 

seats are typically Euro – firm, but nicely supportive. 

The fronts are endowed with ample bolstering on the 

cushion and backrest, as are the outer rears, although 

the middle seat is narrow and not as accommodating. 

That said, our measurements show CX-7 to offer the 

most space by way of head and leg room and travel (seat 

slide) for the driver ahead of Scout. For rear passengers, 

the Mazda is tops on headroom, Santa Fe on leg room 

and width.

As with most offerings with a third row of fold-flat 

seats, the Kia and Hyundai are better suited to children 

or smaller adults. But measured up, Sorento provides 

the better head and leg room and Santa Fe the broader 

seats and cushion.

With the third row in use, cargo space is 

understandably compromised; an outcome common 

among seven seater vehicles other than those people 

movers based on larger commercial van underpinnings. 

Yet fold down the third row and the Korean pair 

accommodate nicely. The surprise, though, is the Skoda, 

which impresses for length and height.

Santa Fe wins on practicality, narrowly bettering 

Sorento essentially by having dual adjustment on the 

front headrests, but it’s a close thing. Both are extremely 

user friendly in having flat floors, hidden boot hinges 

and no internal load lips or intrusions to the cargo area. 

There is also rear ventilation, a full size spare and, as 

mentioned, extra seating capacity. All four come with 

three child restraint mounts fitted.

Our quartet does ergonomics well, but the Japanese 

car is a point clear of Santa Fe and Scout. Although 

height adjustment for the driver’s seat is standard on 

each, Sorento misses out on lumbar support. And its seat 

adjustment, as with Scout, is manual, whereas Santa Fe 

and CX-7 boast the convenience of eight-way power.

Build and finish quality would appear to be a work in 

progress for the Hyundai and Kia. While panel margins 

were uniform, look closely and there’s some variation in 

the paintwork to the secondary panels such as tailgate 

opening and doorframe.

ON & OFF THE ROAD

It was a Korean KO in our six acceleration tests, with 

the Hyundai pipping the Kia from 0-60, 0-80 and 0-100 

km/h and over the standing 400 m. However, in roll on 

acceleration, from 50-80 and 60-100 km/h, it’s advantage 
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Fe and Sorento.
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Sorento. The Mazda proved it has the measure of the 

Skoda, except in roll on where Scout got cracking to 

finish second.

The Hyundai and Kia are also good everyday drivers, 

around town and out on the road, with the former 

benefiting from the combination of a higher torque 

output and six-speed auto which shifts smoothly and 

kicks down freely. 

The CX-7 seems a little lethargic to get going, let 

down by a combination of turbo lag and gearing which 

appears too high. Scout, by comparison, demonstrates 

athleticism from about 1500 rpm, though this doesn’t 

last. Despite having the lowest kerb weight to haul, its 

2.0-litre engine lacks the overall oomph of the others. 

Sorento, in manual form, holds the aces when it comes 

to braked towing capability, able to pull 2500 kg to Santa 

Fe’s 2000 kg, with CX-7 and Scout trailing at 1600 kg each.

Santa Fe possesses the softer ride of our quartet, 

making it the most agreeable in most situations. The 

down side is that it can become floaty over mid corner 

undulations out on typical Australian back block roads. 

There is little between the others in quality of ride. All 

are well tied down, if a little firm, the Skoda more so.

But for every action there’s a reaction, and stiffer 

damping and suspension settings help endow Scout with 

the best handling dynamics. The Czech-built car steers, 

grips and turns in more like a mid-size station wagon 

than SUV with very little body roll, even when provoked.

The Mazda is not quite as adept, but responds capably 

to steering inputs and sudden changes of direction. Both 

Koreans can’t match the agility of the other two, but are 

by no means unwieldy or inept. They follow the road 

capably, although we formed the impression better tyres 

would improve grip.

The Skoda and Mazda pulled up more than two 

metres consistently shorter than the other pair over four 

stops from 80 km/h.

Our noise meter tests produced a mixed bag, with 

Santa Fe quietest at idle ahead of Sorento, CX-7 and 

Scout. From 50-80 km/h, with the engine working in 

third gear, the Mazda took the honours from the Kia, 

Skoda and Hyundai. But cruising at a steady 80 km/h, 

CX-7 slipped to second behind Sorento. All exhibit some 

tyre roar over coarse chip roads, but we seem to be 

saying this about most cars these days.  

We suspect not too many softroaders get their wheels 

dirty by going seriously off road. However, we exercised 

our foursome at the Scenic Rim Adventure Park near 

Beaudesert (www.scenicrimadventurepark.com.au) and 

along the unsealed Condamine Gorge Road above 

Killarney to see how they might cope.

The challenges of the adventure park quickly 

reinforced their limited off road capabilities by way 

of no low range, restricted suspension travel and road 

biased tyres. The Hyundai, by dint of its slightly superior 

ground clearance and auto gearbox, best handled the 

going. The Kia got caught out, literally, with its plastic 

rear body panel becoming snagged and split.

However, all managed the dozen or more shallow river 

crossings and myriad of ruts and washouts with ease out 

along the Condamine Gorge Road, making a statement 

that, provided the going is not too tough, you can have a 

lot of fun in this type of vehicle in the great outdoors.

CONCLUSION

Crunch the numbers and the Kia and Skoda have a 

fair bit in hand over the others for value for money. But 

the former dips out a little in design and function where 

it’s line ball between the Hyundai, Mazda and Skoda. 

On the road, it’s Scout’s honour with Santa Fe, CX-7 and 

Sorento hard to split.

So it’s a close run thing, but we continue to be 

impressed with Skoda’s rollout of its ever-improving 

range and, for us, Octavia Scout was narrowly the best 

on test. 

How they 
stack up!

 HYUNDAI  KIA MAZDA SKODA
 SANTA FE ELITE  SORENTO SI CX-7 SPORTS OCTAVIA SCOUT
PRICE^ $43,990 (auto) $39,990  $43,640 $39,490

Country of Origin South Korea South Korea Japan Czech Republic

STANDARD EQUIPMENT

Airconditioning S S (climate control) S (dual climate control) S (climate control, dual fr.)

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

Tyres 235/65R17 235/65R17 235/60R18 225/50R17

Spare wheel type Full size alloy Full size Space saver (185/80R17) Temporary (16” steel)

CD player/power windows S (single)/S S (single)/S S (6 in dash)/S S (6 in dash)/S

Driver’s seat height adjustment S S S S

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

Number of seats 7 7 5 5

SAFETY

Airbags (dual front/front side/curtain) S S S S

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.) 2.2-litre DOHC CRD turbo 2.2-litre DOHC CRD turbo 2.2-litre DOHC TDI 2.O-litre OHC TDI

Max. power (kW@rpm) 145 @ 3800 145 @ 3800 127 @ 3500 103 @ 4000

Max. torque (Nm@rpm) 436 @ 1800-2500 (auto) 422 @ 1800-2500 400 @ 2000 320 @ 1750

Kerb weight (kg) 1988 (auto) 1929 1928 1635

0-100 km/h (test average, 2 occupants)  10.0 sec 10.4 sec 11.8 sec 12.6 sec

Braking from 80 km/h (test average) 26.6 m 26.5 m 24.2 m 24.1 m

FUEL/ENVIRONMENT

Fuel type Diesel Diesel Diesel Diesel

Average (litres/100 km, as tested) 10.0 7.7 8.2 7.7

Tank (litres)/range (km, as tested) 70/700 70/909 69/841 60/779

Environmental rating (GVG)    

CO2 emissions (g/km) 197 177 202 178

SERVICING/TYPICAL REPLACEMENT PARTS PRICES

Warranty (yrs/km) 5/unlimited 5/unlimited 3/unlimited 3/unlimited

Est. servicing costs to 75,000 km $2128 $1246 $3373 (80,000 km) $1977

Tyres/brake pads/rotors, oil/air filters $2159 $1646 $2331 $1982

Windscreen wiper blades (2) $56 $49 $28 $48

INSURANCE COSTS (annual^^) $548 $783 $752 $709

^^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.

STAR RATINGS

Value for money    

Design and function    

On the road    

Off the road    

Overall    

^NEW CAR PRICES WHERE QUOTED ARE MANUFACTURERS’ LIST PRICES AND DO NOT INCLUDE STATUTORY AND DELIVERY CHARGES. PRICES 
CORRECT AT TIME OF PRINTING. SEE RACQ.COM/NEWCARS FOR MORE NEW CAR REVIEWS. RACQ CAN HELP WITH FINANCE, INSURANCE 
AND VEHICLE INSPECTIONS. CALL 13 1905 OR VISIT WWW.RACQ.COM.AU.


