BUYERS’ GUIDE FIAT 20v TURBO COUPÉ

With its dramatic styling and potentially tyre-shredding performance, Fiat’s Coupé is an interesting proposition for anyone seeking a sports car with soul.
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The Fiat Coupé 20v Turbo’s roots can be traced right the way back to 1990 when the company’s central styling department began penning designs for a new sports car. At the forefront of the design team was an
 American stylist by the name of Chris Bangle, later to gain notoriety as Chief of Design at BMW and who clearly had a passion for origami as a child. His signature ‘folded-paper’ creations have become the Marmite of car design – you either love them or hate them. And while the jury is still out on many of his recent designs for the Bavarian car manufacturer, his work with Fiat has, for the most part, been widely acclaimed. Fiat also contacted Pininfarina, whose own styling department threw back a number of ideas, none of which were considered as dramatic
 as Bangle’s.  Pininfarina did design the striking interior though and some of the wheels that featured through the range of model versions.  They also got to build the car - by hand - totalling around 70,000 cars over about 7 years.  Several reasons why the company’s logos are proudly displayed on the Coupé’s flanks and the dash – but not the flags as these would indicate bodywork design by Pininfarina. 

Based on the Fiat Tipo floorpan, the new Coupé made its debut at the 1993 Brussels motor show where its unusual styling, with those dramatic slashed wheel arches, high rear haunches and drooping nose, attracted plenty of press comment. Nevio di Giustio, Fiat’s chi
ef designer at the time, stated that the company was searching for ‘a break with tradition, a renewal of ideas and some aggressiveness, too, to demonstrate that the traditional coupe design could be interpreted in a new way – and new it certainly was, for the new model resembled no Fiat before it or, for that matter, any since. Of particular note was the unusual front end, which merged the bonnet and top of the front wings into one large panel that houses the headlamps. These are unusual, too, in that they are somewhat bug-like, with blisters over each light unit. This is said to be a consequence of using the Tipo’s underpinnings, which wouldn’t allow the lights to be set lower in the wings. Pop-up units were considered but the affect they would have on aerodynamics is the main reason that idea was not pursued. A wide, slim grille is capped at each end by a set of driving lights and turn signals, while a slotted front valance helps give the Coupé a somewhat aggressive, no-nonsense look. As we say, love it or hate it, nobody can accuse the Coupé of being bland. At the tail end, Ferrari-like round light units are ‘frenched’ into the top corners of the rear wings, high up and at a dramatic angle – a recurring theme throughout the car. On the top of the right-hand rear wing is a racing-style petrol filler cap, a neat tip of the hat to Fiat’s competitive past. It is details such as this that make this such a fun car to look at – and look at it you will, as will everyone else when you draw to a halt in your driveway. Few but the cognoscenti will instantly recognise this as a Fiat but everyone will comment on that side profile. It’s been nicknamed the ‘banana’ by some, thanks to its swoopy nose and curvaceous lines, but those slashed wings are what grab your attention. The effect is to give the impression of speed even when the car is standing still. Once you’ve found the door handle (hint: it’s ‘hidden’ on the door pillar, just like on the rear doors of the later Alfa 156…), the Pininfarina-designed interior can be seen in all its glory. The seats (cloth, with leather as a near-£1200 option) appear supportive and rather typically Italian (hard to put your finger on, but they would look equally at home in an older Ferrari or Maserati), with the individual rear seats ensuring this is, at best, a four-seater – as long as the occupants in the back are not too tall, that is… The dashboard is well laid out, with the speedometer and tacho taking centre stage and clearly visible through the three-spoke steering wheel. A centre console houses the radio and heating/air-con controls, below which is the audio system and a short leather-gaitered gear lever. The most dramatic feature of the interior, though, is the colour-keyed dash panel, which sweeps round into the upper edge of the doors. Garish or stylish, according to body colour (and taste), it is a detail which helps set the Italian coupe apart from its rather more bland rivals from the Far East. The “Limited Edition” model of the 20 valve turbo model later featured a metallic gray dash panel which would not ‘contrast’ too much with the variety of red leather insets and other colourful bits.

GETTING UNDER THE SKIN 
As the Coupé is built on the Fiat Tipo platform, at launch it shared the majority of its mechanical components with the Alfa Romeo 155 and GTV, and Lancia’s Delta. Early cars came with the tried and true Lampredi-designed four-cylinder 16-valve double overhead cam unit, which displaced 1995cc, and was available in either normally-aspirated (139bhp) or turbocharged (190bhp) form – the latter being essentially the same unit used in Lancia’s all-conquering Delta integrale Turbo. However the subject of this particular guide is the far more desirable 1998cc 20v Turbo which, as the ‘20v’ in the title suggests, runs a five-cylinder engine with 20 valves. This all-new unit from the “Fire” range was assembled at Fiat’s new factory at Pratola Serra in Italy, and was shared with Fiat’s Brava HGT and Marea, and Lancia’s Kappa saloon. In normally-aspirated form, this engine produced a healthy 147bhp at 6100rpm (from ’98 on a Variable Intake System was added, upping power output to 154bhp at 6700rpm), but it really came alive when Fiat added a Garrett turbo system, boosting power to a heady 220bhp at a considerably lower 5750rpm. Peak torque rocketed from 137lb ft at 3750rpm (VIS model) to a mighty 229lb ft at 2500rpm. If anyone needed proof of the benefits of turbocharging, they need look no further. From its launch in 1996 until 1998, the 20v Turbo featured a five-speed transmission, but this was then swapped for a new six-speed unit, which remained in use until the model’s demise in September 2000. As one might expect, pushing out well over 200bhp through a front-wheel drive drive train results in tyre-scrabbling torque steer. This ultimately could lead to some heart-stopping moments on twisty wet roads, but Fiat was one step ahead of the game: turbocharged models came equipped with Fiat’s own ‘Viscodrive’ limited-slip differential (which already featured in the 16v Turbo models) set-up in an effort to control the beast within, and it proved to be very effective. In terms of suspension, the Coupé’s Tipo-derived layout is, frankly, nothing out of the ordinary, with MacPherson struts and lower wishbones mounted on a subframe at the front, along with trailing arms and coil-springs at the rear, augmented by anti-roll bars. Braking was by discs all round, those at the front vented, and drilled on certain models, for increased efficiency.
 
CHOICES, CHOICES 
To begin with, the whole Fiat Coupé range can appear pretty confusing, with a whole host of turbo and non-turbo models on offer. And even when you narrow the selection down to just the 20v Turbo, it doesn’t get that much easier. To begin with, things were simple – the ‘Plus’ specification (marking the presence of an airco unit) used on the earlier 1.8 16V Italian market models was dropped and just one 20v Turbo model was available (which could be ‘improved’ with various extra-cost options, of course). But in August 1998, a new model, the LE (short for, guess what? ‘Limited Edition’) was introduced, with bright red Brembo brake calipers, Recaro sports seats (in black leather with red-coloured inserts), drilled Sparco pedals, a Sparco strut brace, front spoiler, extra side skirts and a special range of paint colours: black, red and no fewer than three shades of grey. That wasn’t all, for ‘titanium-look’ wheels, mirrors, fuel cap, grille, headlamp surrounds, rear light surrounds and dash panel added even more ‘bling’. In terms of sheer class, a Grigio Vinci 20v Turbo LE with black and red interior, is pretty hard to beat. When the short-run Coupé LE (short run? Hah! Who was Fiat kidding? They said there’d only be 300 of them, but the true figure ended up being closer to 1600) was dropped in January 1999, it left a void until August that year when the facelifted range was introduced. Identified by their colour-coded sills and new grille, the model range included the 20v, 20v Turbo and 20v Turbo Plus. The new ‘Plus’ was an extra-cost model with a higher spec, which included a redesigned front spoiler and grille, side skirts, 8-spoke wheels, red Brembo calipers, drilled disks, wider Pirelli P Zero tyres, a Sparco strut brace, red cam cover, satin gloss starter button and leather Recaro seats with red stitches, most of which will have seemed rather familiar to the owner of an LE model. So what was different about it? Not a lot, really, apart from new paint options and those redesigned alloy wheels. 
The swan-song came in the form of a run-out model simply called ‘Edition’. This 1.8 model featured new cross-spoke BBS wheels (probably some of the most attractive yet offered), leather seats stitched in a diamond pattern with side-airbags, air-conditioning, improved sound system, revised instruments and a silver-painted console and radiator grille. Just two colours were available: Azzuro Astrale (a pale metallic blue) and Moon Grey. This model was never produced in a right hand drive version so it wasn’t available to the UK market.

LIVING THE TURBO LIFE 
As we’ve said, 220bhp and front-wheel drive makes for a heady mix, and you’d have to be pretty hard-hearted not to smile at the wheel of a 20v Turbo. As with virtually all modern turbo set-ups, lag is not a major problem with the 20v Coupé. Plant your foot almost anywhere in the rev range and the car picks up its skirts and simply flies, seeking its way down the road due to the Viscodrive system. Even though slightly muffled by the turbo, the exhaust note is raspy and typically Italian – after all, sports cars should sound good as well as look good, right? The gear change is slick and allows the driver to make the most of all that power (and torque), while the brakes are equally as impressive, especially as far as the 20v Turbo, LE and Plus models with their fat Brembos are concerned. Handling is exemplary, being relatively roll-free and with great lateral grip. Only that ever-present torque-steer is likely to give you any cause for concern, and then only when playing the hooligan or driving on damp roads. The steering is nicely weighted, maybe a tiny bit light but with plenty of feedback – this is a real driver’s car in every way. Performance figures are little short of impressive – a 155mph top speed made the 20v Turbo the quickest Fiat of all time, while the zero-to-sixty sprint, which took a shade over six seconds, made it one of the quickest front-wheel-drive cars on the market. As far as running costs are concerned, you’ll need to budget for sub-30mpg fuel economy, which may be a bit of a disappointment if you’re more used to Teutonic or Oriental motoring. However, you ought to be able to eek out a little more on a longer journey, as long as you go easy on the throttle. That, however, is easier said than done – turbo power is very seductive. Like all Fiats and Alfa Romeos of its generation, the 20v Turbo Coupé needs careful and regular maintenance to survive. It is imperative you stick rigidly to the service schedule, and that means oil changes every 6000 miles for which DTR European Sportscars (020 8878 6078) charges around £90, while a 12,000 major (annual) service is rather more at £280. You’ll need to change the cam belt and tensioners every 36,000 miles for the 16v cars, 50,000 miles for the 20V cars, and for that you can expect to pay around £350. If you insist on using the available performance to the limit, you’ll need to think about setting aside around £575 to have the clutch replaced, again at DTR prices. If there is one weak point on ‘regular’ 20v Turbos it’s the standard brakes. Their effectiveness is marginal and hard use can distort the discs causing vibration. Replacement of the front or rear pads cost £99 per axle, while new discs will bump the costs up to £199 or the front and £139 for the rear. The under-used rears can be affected by surface corrosion. Oh, and if you think 220bhp isn’t enough, then rechipping the ECU is possible, easily boosting the output to 
260bhp, or more. An added benefit is that your local tyre depot will soon be adding you to its Christmas card list. 

PROBLEMS? WHAT PROBLEMS? 
Cynical friends may try to tell you you’re heading for trouble by buying an Italian sports car, but don’t listen to them – they’re only jealous. Keep to the service schedule and you should have no real worries. And at the risk of repeating ourselves, that really does mean 36,000 miles between cam belt changes for the earlier 16v models, okay? On the 20v models the key thing to watch is the condition of the auxiliary belt as it can fail and take the cambelt along, with dramatic consequences. Cracked exhaust manifolds are not unknown and are not something you can do much to prevent, although Fiat did change the design a couple of times in an effort to cure this problem. Replacements are not cheap, at well over £300 a time, but should solve the problem once and for all. Watch, too, for blue smoke at idle – this is a sure sign of failed oil seals in the turbocharger. Replacements with uprated seals are available from aftermarket sources and may be a worthwhile addition if the original unit fails. A fall-off in performance, often accompanied by a misfire, can be attributed to a failing Lambda sensor.  Another cause can be an ineffective fuel pump caused by a high resistance in the power feed relay. A burnt out pump relay will prevent the engine from starting at all. A car slow to reach temperature will indicate a failed thermostat, a very common but cheap-to-fix Coupé issue. You shouldn’t really expect any problems from the gearbox (although later 6-speed units appear to be less strong than the 5-speed ‘boxes), unless the car has been well and truly abused, and the Turbo’s Viscodrive limited-slip differential system shouldn’t give any cause for concern, either. All looking good so far, yes? As the floorpan is shared with the Tipo, Alfa 155 and GTV, you’ll probably not be too surprised to hear that suspension bushes are a weak point, requiring replacement more frequently than you might imagine. Lower front wishbone bushes suffer most on Turbos due to the stresses put through the suspension under hard acceleration and braking. Worn rear bump stops can become dislodged and make their absence felt by clonking over speed bumps and potholes – the same goes for the front anti-roll bar of which the silica blocks may wear out. Watch out, too, for worn rear wheel bearings – a common MOT failure. Electrical glitches can be a bit of a pain at times – errant warning lights can often be caused by nothing more than a sticking switch – and you’ll need to make sure the cooling fan is fully operational. In this regard, watch for faulty relays damaged by turbo heat, blown fuses or a failed slow-speed resistor in the circuit. Central locking problems can be traced to faulty signals from the door switches. As far as rust and general wear and tear is concerned, you need not concern yourself too much. Galvanised panels mean corrosion isn’t a major issue unless your car’s been poorly repaired following an accident. Paintwork holds up well, as does the interior trim – the optional leather-trimmed Recaros are simply gorgeous and we’d recommend you try to find a car with them fitted, if at all possible.
HOW MUCH? Back in 1998 the top of the line LE model cost a whopping £25,750 – even the ‘basic’ 20v Turbo would have set you back £22,800 – so it was very much a flagship model in Fiat’s line-up. Today, thanks once again to the used car market’s continuing suspicion of older Italiana, you can pick up some amazing bargains. Turning once again to http://www.pistonheads.com, you’ll find no shortage of examples for sale at very affordable prices. In fact, the most expensive one on offer at the time of writing – a low-mileage 1999 Turbo LE – was ‘only’ £7500 from a dealer (L&M International – 01494 538899), but privately you’d be hard pressed to spend more than about £5000. Even at around £3000, the world’s your oyster. How about a 65,000 mile example in Portofino Blue at just £2900? And if you don’t mind a car with higher mileage, there are plenty for sale at between £1500 and £2000. Bargain? As long as they have a verifiable service history, you bet!

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS
20v Turbo LE two-door
Engine: 1998cc five-cylinder 20v dohc Bore x stroke: 82mm x 75.65mm
Compression ratio: 8.5:1
Fuel system: Garrett turbo; Bosch fuel injection
Power: 220bhp@5750rpm 
Torque: 229lb ft @ 2500rpm
Transmission: Six-speed manual, front-wheel drive Brakes: 305mm drilled discs (front); 251mm vented discs (rear) 
Suspension: Independent with MacPherson strut, anti-roll bar (front); independent multi-link, coil springs, anti-roll bar (rear) 
Tyres: 205/50 16 Dimensions: 4250mm (L), 1768mm (W), 1340mm (H) Kerb weight: 1385kg Fuel consumption: 28mpg (combined) Top speed: 155mph (claimed) 0-62mph: 6.5sec (claimed) Price: £25,750

DTR European Sportscars Tel: 0208 787 6078 http://www.dtrsports.com

Days MK Tel: 01908 610700 
http://www.daysmk.com 

Solo Italia Tel: 01865 372111 
http://www.soloitalia.com

NJS Autos Tel: 01386 555523 

Clubs: FCCUK (Fiat Coupé Club UK) http://www.fccuk.org
�He’s from 1956, so not EXTREMELY young


�Use “strong”?


�(?)


�300bhp will need quite some other work done than just a chip to play it safe.  Let’s not get people into thinking those 300bhp will last you years of fun.





