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MOTORING
CAR COMPARISON

THE CHEAPEST POINT of the 
new car market starts here – the 
Micro segment. But cheap doesn’t 

necessarily translate into mean and nasty. 
In the context of the new Holden Spark, 

Kia Picanto and refreshed Mitsubishi 
Mirage, it’s just the opposite. All boast 
an ANCAP five-star safety rating (the 
highest), plenty of standard equipment, 
max out available space and – crucially in 
this most cost-sensitive segment – have 

prices starting at less than $15,000.        
For comparative purposes, it would 

have been ideal to have our three 
starters lined up in specification. 
However, as can happen, test car 
availability resulted in the ES manual 
(entry-level Mirage), Si auto (sole 
specification Picanto) and LT CVT 
(range-topper Spark) facing off.   

Regardless, commonality includes 
all-important safety items such as 

front, side and curtain airbags; anti-lock 
brakes; electronic brake distribution; 
brake assist; and electronic stability and 
traction control. 

Tick the boxes also for remote central 
locking, hill start assist, 60/40 rear folding 
seats, driver information cluster, tilt (but 
not reach) steering adjustment, powered 
windows and mirrors and – in this age – 
essential connectivity such as Bluetooth, 
auxiliary input, MP3 and USB port.

MICRO
MACHINES

THE MICRO CAR SEGMENT IS HARDLY MACRO IN SALES, 
BUT THAT HASN’T FAZED HOLDEN, KIA AND MITSUBISHI 
FROM BRINGING THREE NEW/UPGRADED MODELS TO 
MARKET RECENTLY. HERE THEY ARE, PUT TO THE TEST.
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STARTERS HOLDEN SPARK LT, KIA PICANTO SI, MITSUBISHI MIRAGE ES
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HOLDEN SPARK LT
Holden has wisely dropped the name 
Barina from the replacement for the 
Barina Spark. The newcomer is so much 
improved over its predecessor that it’s 
deserving of a separate moniker. Simply 
put, there’s now spark in the Spark.

Gone is the wheezy 1.2-litre engine 
and outdated four-speed auto in a 
body that some thought looked more 
caricature than car. In its place are an 
all-new 1.4-litre unit and well-calibrated 
CVT packaged inside a stylish five-door 
hatch. Power is up 16 percent to 73kW 
(@ 6200rpm) and torque increases by 
20 percent to 128Nm (@ 4400rpm).

But numbers only partly tell the story 
of the Spark’s improved driveability. 
The Australian-tuned steering and 
chassis provides drive dynamics and 
ride quality above and beyond expected 
(and, arguably, appreciated) in the 
Micro segment.

Such is its on-road performance that 
the Spark behaves and drives more like 
a Light (next segment up) car. It feels 
well planted and solid at all times, with 
plenty of response on hand when needed, 
such as overtaking or climbing. On test, 
the Spark returned an average of 6.4 
litres/100km, just 0.9 above its ADR 
combined figure.

At $18,900, the Spark LT is easily 
the dearest of our test trio. For this you 
expect more – and you get it: cruise 
control, 15˝ alloy wheels, push-button 
start, leather-wrapped steering wheel,  
Jet Black Sportec seat trim and Mirotic 
White interior highlights, rear park assist 
and rear view camera.

But even in the lower-spec LS model, 
the Spark is ahead in connectivity in 
having a 7˝ colour touchscreen with 
the latest Holden MyLink infotainment 
system. In a first for the Micro segment, 

MITSUBISHI MIRAGE ES
The Mirage hatch ES was named 
the Best Micro Car for the second 
consecutive year in the 2015 Australia’s 
Best Cars awards. 

Judges, the RACQ included, praised 
its class-leading – or equal class-
leading – depreciation factor, fuel 
consumption (ADR combined figure of 
4.6 litres/100km), low running and repair 
costs, five-year/100,000km warranty, 
safety, environment rating, space, 
performance, braking, and smoothness 
and quietness.

For 2016, capped price servicing 
has been reduced by $270 over 
four years/60,000km, making an 
annual/15,000km service $222.50 on 
average – the cheapest of our test trio. 

An extensive upgrade has further 
strengthened its appeal. The new looks 
include a redesigned front grille (with 
chrome accents), bonnet, front/rear 
bumpers and wheels. Inside, a new, 
higher-grade seating trim and cushioned 
rear seats are aimed at improving 
comfort while piano black and chrome 
accents spruce things up visually.

Mitsubishi says on-road performance 
benefits from more intuitive steering 
response, better balanced handling 
and increased ride comfort, thanks to 
electric power steering calibration and  

HOLDEN SPARK LT
•  SAFETY: ABS, ESC, 6 airbags.
•  CONNECTIVITY: Holden MyLink, Apple 

CarPlay, Siri Eyes Free and voice 
recognition, Bluetooth phone/audio 
streaming, CD player, MP3 compatibility, 
auxiliary input, USB port. 

•  WEIGHT (KERB MASS): 1004kg.
•  TYRES: 185/55 R15.
•  TOWING (BRAKED): N/A.
•  TAILPIPE CO2 EMISSIONS: 128 (g/km).

KIA PICANTO SI
•  SAFETY: ABS, ESC, 6 airbags.
•  CONNECTIVITY: Bluetooth phone/audio 

streaming, CD player, MP3 compatibility, 
auxiliary input, USB port.

•  WEIGHT (KERB MASS): 994kg.
•  TYRES: 165/60 R14.
•  TOWING (BRAKED):  N/A.
•  TAILPIPE CO2 EMISSIONS: 125 (g/km).

MITSUBISHI MIRAGE ES
•  SAFETY: ABS, ESC, 6 airbags. 
•  CONNECTIVITY: Bluetooth phone/audio 

streaming, CD player, MP3 compatibility, 
auxiliary input, USB port.

•  WEIGHT (KERB MASS): 865kg.
•  TYRES: 165/65 R14.     
•  TOWING (BRAKED): N/A.
•  TAILPIPE CO2 EMISSIONS: 116 (g/km).

a rework of suspension tune. But 
without driving a new and pre-updated 
Mirage back-to-back, it’s hard to 
quantify the improvement. Suffice to say 
that the 2016 Mirage handles and rides 
competently on its 14˝ steel wheels, 
albeit not as accomplished overall as  
the all-new Spark.

At 57kW (@ 6000rpm) and 100Nm 
(@ 4000rpm), the Mirage’s 1.2-litre three-
cylinder engine is down on both power 
and torque to the four-cylinder units of 
the others. This is apparent low down, 
but use the gears to keep the revs up 
above 3000rpm and in the meat of the 
torque band, roll the power on smoothly, 
and it surprises and delights with its 
response. Being the lightest kerb  
weight by 129-139kg helps its cause.

On test, the Mitsubishi – no doubt 
assisted by its five-speed manual 
transmission – consumed the least 91 
RON ULP in averaging 5.6 litres/100km. 
Should a manual not be your thing,  
a CVT is a $2000 option. 

If you think it looks bigger than the 
other two, then you are right. The Mirage 
is longer, wider, higher and has a bigger 
wheelbase. But by our measurements, 
there’s no marked difference between 
the three in cabin space and comfort. 
For Micro cars, all are appreciably 
accommodating. 

The engine can become a bit rowdy 
when pushed hard – which it sometimes 
has to be – though interior noise levels 
over a variety of road surfaces are 
impressively low, validating Kia claims  
of best-in-class. 

For a Micro car, interior space is 
reasonable, and the driver’s seat 
impresses with its lateral support. Leg 
room may be a bit tight for some and rear 
seat leg room also becomes a little too 
cosy when the front seats are pushed 
back to their full travel. At 200 litres, the 
boot is larger than the Spark (185) but 
smaller than the Mirage (235). 

The dash is devoid of a modern, 
largish display screen which, given the 
expectation that 70 percent of Picantos 
are likely to find a home with tech-
focused younger buyers, may be seen  
as a minus.

At $14,990 drive away with auto 
transmission, the Picanto comes keenly 
priced. Glass’s Guide has it best for 
residual value at 38 percent (after five 
years/70,000km) compared with the 
Spark, 37, and Mirage, 34. 

Further enhancing the bang-for-buck 
proposition is Kia’s market-leading 
seven-year/unlimited km warranty and 
capped price service plan of seven 
years/105,000km. However, the average 
cost of a one year/15,000km service is 
$335, the highest of our threesome.

AS IT STANDS, 
THERE ARE  
NO LOSERS 
HERE.

The macro movement in the 
Micro segment also includes Fiat, 
which earlier this year launched its 
new 500 range in two trim levels – 
the 1.2-litre four-cylinder Pop and 
1.4-litre four-cylinder Lounge – in 
both hatchback and convertible 
body styles. 

Prices start at $19,000 drive 
away for the Pop, rising to $22,000 
drive away for the Lounge. 

Look for our new car review of 
the Lounge Convertible (pictured) 
on page 59.

NOT ONLY  

BUT ALSO...

Apple CarPlay and Android Auto are 
standard. Siri Eyes Free and voice 
recognition software also add to a superior 
overall package.

What’s not to like? The speedo markings 
set at odd increments (e.g., 50, 70, 
90km/h) are less user-friendly than those 
set at 60, 80 and 100km/h and rear three-
quarter visibility is hindered by the large 
C-pillar and high rear screen.

Holden’s three year/100,000km warranty 
is the least generous and servicing costs 
might be more frequent with the intervals 
set at nine months/15,000km. But the 
$229-289 cost per service nearly matches 
that of the Mirage and covers the lifetime 
of the vehicle. 

KIA PICANTO SI
Kia’s new-to-market tiddler comes in 
one body style (a five-door hatch), one 
engine (a 1.25-litre four-cylinder), one 
transmission (a four-speed auto), and one 
interior (black cloth).  

The Picanto, unlike most of its 
competitors, isn’t a new, or even a fairly 
new, model. It’s been available in other 
markets in this basic form for about five 
years and it only has another year or so to 
run before its replacement is expected.  

On-road performance is better than 
63kW of power (@ 6000rpm) and 120Nm 
of torque (@ 4000rpm) output would 
suggest, though hills can be a challenge. 
Combined cycle fuel consumption is 5.3 
litres/100km, a figure we got close to on 
test with a commendable 5.9 average.   

Though it lacks the Australian chassis 
and suspension tune of other local Kias, 
the Picanto handles and rides agreeably 
for segment on its 14˝ steel wheels. The 
electric power steering is nice and light for 
around town maneuvering yet, apart from 
a bit of vagueness just off-centre, remains 
suitably weighted at speed.



COSTS + RATINGS

Price  $18,900^
ANCAP safety rating  «««««
Warranty  3yr/100,000km 
Capped price servicing  $229-289 per service  
 (Lifetime)
Annual insurance costs  $672.39^^

HOLDEN SPARK LT

Price  $12,250^
ANCAP safety rating  «««««
Warranty 5yr/100,000km
Capped price servicing   $222.50 average per service 

(4yr/60,000km)
Annual insurance costs  $597.09^^

MITSUBISHI MIRAGE ES

KIA PICANTO SI

Price  $14,990 (driveaway)
ANCAP safety rating  «««««
Warranty  7yr/unlimited km
Capped price servicing   $335 average per service 

(7yr/105,000km) 
Annual insurance costs  $699.54^^

MOTORING
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CONCLUSION
Yes, it’s a pity our threesome couldn’t have been closer 
matched on price and specification. The Holden Spark LS 
CVT ($15,690), Kia Picanto auto ($14,990) and Mitsubishi 
Mirage LS CVT ($15,250) would have lined up nicely on both 
counts. And that’s where we would suggest anyone buying  
in this segment should head.  

As it stands, there are no losers here. All three cars would 
not disappoint even the most demanding buyer. And as so 
often happens, to split them comes down to what you are 
particularly looking for.

For the keen driver and/or the technophile, the Spark LT  
is the go. It’s the best on-road performer and comes bristling 
with a level of connectivity above and beyond what might  
be expected in the Micro segment, albeit at a price.    

The Picanto Si presents a compelling value proposition. 
Its seven-year warranty and capped price servicing is the 
benchmark and will afford long-term certainty to the purchase 
decision, as well as off-setting that, in some ways, it’s a little 
out of date. 

And our reigning Australia’s Best Micro Car, the Mirage ES? 
It’s an honest car, lacking pretention and delivering on most 
things a buyer would want in this most price-sensitive part of 
the market. At $12,250, it seems almost too good to be true 
– but it is. n

^ PRICES ARE MANUFACTURERS’ LIST PRICES UNLESS OTHERWISE NOTED AND DO NOT INCLUDE STATUTORY AND DELIVERY CHARGES.  
PRICES CORRECT AT TIME OF PRINTING.
^^INDICATIVE PREMIUM ONLY, CURRENT AT DATE OF PRINTING AND SUBJECT TO CHANGE. PREMIUMS DEPEND ON YOUR INDIVIDUAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES, RISK ACCEPTABILITY AND ELIGIBILITY FOR RACQ DISCOUNTS. INDICATIVE PREMIUM BASED ON RACQ COMPREHENSIVE MOTOR 
VEHICLE POLICY, 35-YEAR-OLD MALE, NO ADVERSE DRIVER HISTORY, VEHICLE UNENCUMBERED, GARAGED IN TOOWONG WITH $600 EXCESS, 5 
PERCENT RACQ BLUE MEMBERSHIP DISCOUNT. INSURANCE PRODUCTS ISSUED BY RACQ INSURANCE LIMITED ABN 50 009 704 152. CONDITIONS, 
LIMITS AND EXCLUSIONS APPLY. READ THE PDS BEFORE MAKING A PURCHASE DECISION. CONTACT RACQ FOR A COPY.

Holden Spark LT interior.

Kia Picanto SI interior.

 Mitsubishi Mirage ES interior.

All three  
cars would 

not disappoint 
even the most 

demanding 
buyer.
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