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ilE unueiled a new uersion 0l t[e ilE] $uEr $poils concept

mr [a[ouel at tltis year'$ Geneua ilotor $how. llur man [auid

llnowles ulas there t0 see the stunning car and talk t0 key

people inuolued wit[ the proied

f /isitors to the MG sland al this vear's

\/ C"n*uu MolorShou might have been

V iorgiven for expeliencing a slight
sense of d6ja ru.

Last yea4 onlookers were stunned bv the
MGF Super Sports concept car. This u,as

based on the MGF, but boasted muscular
flared wings, a supercharged engine, racing
screen and outrageous lrimmings.

We lr,ere told at the time by designers
Gerr1, McGovern and Dave Woodhouse that
the intention rvas to make a statement and
spark discussion. They said that the company
-"l,anted to hear our vievvs, and that a

favourable reaction could lead to the project
evoh.dng further.

During the months which follorved, the
Super Sporls appeared at a number of events,

and enthusiasts had a chance to see the car
and to voice their opinions. It u,as something
of an open secret that further developments of
the MGF rvere being worked on; including a

supercharged rrersion and a six-speed
Tiptronic-st-vle automatic gearbox. Many
people quite logically assumed that the Super

Sports u'as a prelude to a lvhole host of
improrrements to the 'F rvhich they might
hane seen later in 1998.

In the event, hower,er, the MGF facelift
which is still very much on the cards - has

been delayed by a number of factors. First, the
demand for the cars was depressed by the
parlous state of the far-eastem market, and so

production output had to be reduced. Second,

the future of the plant u,here the'F is built has

been the subject of some painfully public
debate, and thus every programme at Rover
has been the subject of reviews and
realignments. Add to this the fact that the
MGF is nou, buiit in a different part of the
Longbridge plant, and is consequently subject
to the various deliberate production breaks in
Rover 200 and 400 production, and it may be

seen that changes to the car have not come as

soon as ure expected.
Back to Geneva, though. This year, the

Supel Spons made a reappearance in a more
conventional guise. The more extreme and
impractical features of the 1998 r.ersion have

been banished to the toybox, and the result is

a mean and purposeful road-eater. Julian
Quincel, - part of the team r,,,hich designed

the original 'F - r.vas responsible for bringing
the latest car to fruition.

Such is the speed at rvhich information

This yearb MGF Stryer Spotls concept (top) is
clearly much closer to a production car than
last yearb wild interpretation (left).

Upexb
perspective"l

A t Geneva. Ceoff Upex {right) - Rorer
AG..ruO', Direclor o[ Design - spoke to
David Knowles about the reason for shorvin-s

the MGF Super Sports a second time and
expounded some thoughts on horv the MG ./
marque might develop in due course.

Geoff Upex: Last year lve shor,ved the 'extreme' *'
version of the Super Sports, lr,hich was reallv a
styling statement of intent. This neu, version is

much more feasible as a road car; it has the*
same 200PS supercharged engine, but the
windscreen and inlerior are more
conventional. It retains the blown wheelarches *.-_
of the earlier cat so there is still a very tough

look to it.

David Knowles: Are u,e likely to see anv of
these features making it into production?

GU: That's very likely. We hope to get a feel for
peoples reactions. Last year we had a good
response, and so this year rve hope to get a feel

for rvhal they think of the 'prodr-rctionised'

version.

DK: Personall,v, I like the nose rvith the circular
driving lamps, although I am less sure ol Ihe

tiny round indicators.

GU: They are a little wacky aren't thel,?
Whether we r.r,ould do them exactlv like that is - -
a moot point.

DK: So what is the next stage likely to be?

GU: We'd really like to do it, but u,e have to be
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Super

were

ne!ertheless
passed Rover design

Unfotunately, Julian
hand Geneva, but speakotn on

Rove Design Director Geoff

lonfirrned, developmental terms \/e"but 1n

ri11 haven' committed to

ointed out that the Super
hand-bu proto an li

We asked Chris Lee what the

Cars he

significance integrated with it "That 1S

Lee has close eve the opposition.

Toyota MR -S golng to be naturaL

sector that MG sits 1n

per

be
question Lee admits ,,Do we leave Super

Sporls range-toPPer or do we take the

r' S

below) and Dave Saddington, Studio Director

MG and Min an sponsible for
olerseeing the revised Super Sporls. are date had,WC

tting closer feasible caf, Saddington

"The

production team, work the nelv Mini competitor; the whole

naturally assumed that it would moving on and up. But would the Su

be built at Longbridge. Spor.ts separately above the MGF range, orsit
the $64 ,000

tor d re

to a
.?

t production. He also was of placing

Spor.ts on show "Originall-v, my patch was called Small and

type pu Spor.ts explained. ,'The idea was to technology put into the base cat,out and
supercharged versl0n at the top

manpower. There 1S Iot more work do before we CAI]
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would influence whether put together the niche brands and make with thisor not the two

went into production.

A1 SO o han a

the best use of our time and

Rove doesnt imply that we ate

t to

n d G en eva was
Stephenson together on the samesee

engineers Lee, operational convenlence and efficiency'Chris

going to put the two really answer that question.

platform; it is more for There have been manv stories 1n the press

suggesting the emls of the WC engine,ngineering Director Nick
page and one of nls

d e

in meeting US requirements than the standard

l\{GF. We didnt design the 'F for America, and

therefore this car u'on't go there. Looking to the

future, lve are unlikel5r to design another N4G

u,hich is not North American Standards
capable.

suggest that the BMW sports car line should be

pushed upmarket, becoming a six-cvlinder or

V8 car, rvith NltG slotting in belou', mavbe as a

four cylinder. The other thing to bear in mind is

that BMW needs to rationalise the number of

platforrns in use. I am not going to that sa1' rve

are going to use the same platforrn as the BNIW

23 for the next MG, but that sod of thing is part

of the debate.

We will never do a car quite like the MGF

again, for the u,hole situation has changed, and

you could argue that if we hadnt been a front-

wheel-drive company at the time, u'e might

never have done a mid-engined sports car' Wc

r.iranted rear-rtheel-drive and rt'e had to use the

components u,hich u,ere available to us. Now

\ve are no longer under that same constraint'

DK: At the moment, You have Mini and MG

lumped together under the same deparlmental

heads.

GU: That is more administrative than anything

else.

DK: An onlooker could interpret from this lhat,

while we knor.v that Mini is verv important, it
could be that MG is simplv tucked in alongside

just because il has,to be placed somer'l'here'

GU: Not really, it is just an administrative move,

and doesn't diminish the importance of MG I
guess that if I went into the design studio and I
said'who wants to transfer to work on the neu'

N{G?'everyone would put their hands up.

DK: What of the Rilev project, seen as one of

forrr-ier BIvIW Chairrrran Bernd Pischetsriederi

personal babies?

qioorinced that it is a sensible business
gmoposition. DK: Is there an)'thing you can tell us of the

more distant future for N4G?

GU: We have looked at Rilev, but I can neither

confirm nor deny that you u'ill see anvthing

ruith a Riley badge on it. One thing I n'ill sav

though, is that if u'e do a Riley, it rt'ill have to be

credible as a Rilcv.

lDf: This car suggests that both BI\/[W and

Rorer are still committed 1o NltG. Surelv this is

a c-lear signal that MG is s1ill venr' much alive

.-d s'ell?

GU: I can't be 1oo specific, but I will say that if
it hadn't been for a great deal of hard u'ork,

clever thinking and risk taking, the MGF r'vould

never have come about. The next car u'ill
happen under a very different regime, and so

will be tackled in a different wav. There is no

doubt, for example, that it will have to go

through a Bl\{W-type process from all sorts o{'

viewpoints lvhich is extremelv thorough in
qualit5, terms.

DK: What about rumours that the Rover 75

might be badged as an MG fbr the US market?

lGf,I: It certainly is! We would be crazy to do

arryrhing else with such a strong brand other

ffian exploit it sensibly.

GU: They're absolutelv wrong. It u'ould be

crazv to stick an N{G badge onto the Rover 75; a

complete and utter misunderstanding of rt'hat

yor-r should do u,ith a badge. The 75 has specific

Rover characteristics, and MG has a completelv

different set of characteristics. The problem in

putting the Rover 7-5 into America is that there

isn't a dealer netrt'ork at present. We u'ouldnt

want to se1l it through Land Rover dealerships

because these are specifically four-u'heel-drive

off-road centres. And u'e lvouldn't go back u'ith

just one car; we did that n'ith the Sterling, and

it didn't rt,ork. But u'e certainly won't be

badging the Rorrer 7-5 as an MG.

IX: Presumably if the Super Sports gets the go-

a,[nead, it u,ill be confined to existing MG

mntets?

Gf: Mct probablY.

DK: Hon, do you think that BMW sees MG in

the scheme of things - especiallv since it has its

own spods car line?

il: So there is still no likelihood of US sales?

Gf: \o. dlere is no more capability of this car
GU: I can't answer the qLrestion for them, but if
I rvere them - and this is just mv vierv - I'd
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:1oris nowadays, that barely hours after the

Sports was announced, details of it
ii ere being

Series engine supercharged to give over

200PS. The gearbox is uPgraded to cope with

the higher output. The sequential gearbox is

something for the near future."

hoth MG and Mini in his care.



Chris Lee offers little hope to North
American MG enthusiasts of seeing a

version of the 'F. "We have looked at it in
the past," he confirmed, "but it would be a

very expensive piece of work, and I have to
say that the decisions taken so far have

been against it. Howeve4 if you open up
the time horizons, and talk about MG in a
more strategic basis, then the relaunch of
MG in the USA is absolutely dead-centre.

In fact, it is now almost impossible to
conceive of an MG product strategy that
doesnt include the US market. The MGF
was a result of very clever thinking and
innovative investment and cost
arrangements, and to have made the car

US-legal would have added a lot more
expense to the programme; probably to the

point where it might not have got the go-

ahead. But fuom nor,r, on, in the strategic
framework, spofis cars and the US market

have to go together." E@

Super Sports inteior (left) features
unique trim and body-hugging

Recaro seats trimmed inleather.
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citing supposed difficulties rin getting'it
through imminent EEC emissions
legislation. Chris Lee was keen to put these

into perspective. "We are working hard to
find a way of getting both the 1.8 base

engine and the WC through the emissions

programme. If we dont do that, we still
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Deeper front section with chromed air
intakes ailil a menacing appearance

to the Super Sports' snout.
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Stephenson's
rocket

I t thc timc,,l lhc Ccncra .hrru, Rorcrs

/\ engin.*.inr.l ancl Dcricn Direct,rr rras

-/1,n" aHable \ick Stcphcnr.n (ripht),

rr,ho spearheaded the rcturn of NilG to the

Bonnevillc Salt Flats. Sadly though, in light
of the recent changes u'ithin Rovcr Gror,rp'.s

senior managcmcnt, Stephenson has since

resigned lrom his pos[ (see Nert,s, pages B tr.r

I l), so this exclusive inten'ierr., u,ith David
Knorvles u,as probalrlv the last he maclc as a

Ror,cr ambassador.

NS: Clearlv \\'e are -
this is obviouslv a

m ore feasible
version. But u,e don't )

DK: Last veerr, here at Geneva, vou
told me of vour philosophl- for
Ror,er \vithin BMW of
'independence r.r,ith integration'.

Does thal still hold true?\\,ant to mislcad people into thinking that u'c

have made up or-rr minds.

DK: Historicallv; a rccurrent prr.rblem for 1\4G

lvas that the nccds of MG u,cre often
subsumcd to the greater nccds of' the pzrrent

companv particularlv rvhen the lattcr was in
diff iculnr

NS: Yes, thcre nill be changcs, thorrgh, u,ith

morc integration, and I n,ill probablv be

spcnding more timc at l\4unich.

David Knowles: What do vou hope the
future r-rf this Super Sports u,ill be?

DK: Thc'Neu, Gencration' enginc projcct is

presumablv a good examplc ol Rover ancl

BMW enginccrs rvorking togcthcr:'

Nick Stephenson: We are kecn lo hear
reaclions to thc car, but ri,e also have tr,.r

consider this against the b:rckdrop of the
u'hole sct o1'Rover Group priorities, and u'e

are \crv focused on getting our priorities
right lor thc grr-rup :rs a r,r,hole. Thcrc are

some \cr'\' imn()r I;rnl cliscttssions !oinl on

at present surrounding our smzrll ernd

medium cars. Within all that, rve have to
consider u,hether u'c still have time for the

Super Spr-irts as a scnsible business
proposition.

NS: That has becn tremenclr-rus; r,,,e ,,t'ork verv

closclv togethcr already, and morc integration
shr-ruld not be rcgzuded as thrczttcning, br-rt ars

a very logical step. We have a nttmbet'r-r{ .ioint
projects, of ivhich the Ncrt, Generation enginc

is a good example .

DK: Last vear a1 Generra I comp:.rrcd thc
BA4W-R<-x'cr relationship n,ith the VW-Atrcli

one; hzrs thc pictr-rre changcd?

DK: Yr-ru shor.,,,cd Lrs a car n()t
NS: Thev are very serious about ,\4C. If u,c go

hack to lhc lzrkeover - u,hcn Bl\4W u,as

surprised to {lnd thert r.r.rc both had neu, spr-rrts

cars rcady {ol prodrrctir.in - thcrc r,r,as c()nccrn
dissimilar to this r-rrrc lasl

vczrr, and asked Ior

reaclions. Norr,' 1'ou
have shorvn a

modified version
this vear, so are \rou

reallv any closer to a

decisioni)

as to r.r,hether there u'ould be room
Ior both. Historv concluded that
there u,as, and both thc l\4GF and 23

har,e bcen a success. So BN{W is trot

going to change its vieur about thc
need f<rr MGI

NS: I understand the point vou'rc makingl

Clearlv rve rnust havc br-rsincss rczrlity but u'e

are n()l going to let J\4C go r-rff thc br-iil. The

reintroduction ol the brand has been
enormouslv success[ul, so r.lhy rvould u,c

nou, lakc zr slep backu,ards? Even if thc
Super Sports \\'cre to remain a conccpt czrr, it
is still a vcn clcar demonstration lhat r.r,e are

serious about lVlC'.s futurc.

DK: What reaction havc vot-t had frr.rm

B]\{W?

NS: At rheir heart, VW and Aucli ccrtainlv
hirrc r.'ry tlose int.'g.tation. htrl ag:rin tltcv

havc a degrcc of indcpendcncc, u,ithottt
u,hich yr-rtr lose br:rnd idcntitv The trick is to

get the level .just right.
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