Australian Grand Prix

Melbourne, 16th March 2008

1st of 18 World Championship races

Summary
Brilliant start to the season for the BMW Sauber F1 Team:

Heidfeld finishes second in Melbourne, Kubica is unlucky

Melbourne (AUS). It was a fantastic season opener for the BMW Sauber F1 Team. At the Australian Grand Prix in Melbourne on Sunday, Nick Heidfeld (Mönchengladbach) finished second to bring home the team’s fifth podium place in their short career. Only British driver Lewis Hamilton in the McLaren-Mercedes proved faster. Third place was claimed by Nico Rosberg (Wiesbaden) in a Williams-Toyota. Heidfeld had previously been runner-up in Canada last year. His team-mate Robert Kubica was not so lucky: having started from second place on the grid, the Pole was in fifth position when he was shunted out of the race on the restart following a safety car phase.

In all, a turbulent race with three safety car periods and numerous retirements saw just seven out of 22 drivers complete the race. Crossing the line in fourth place was Spaniard Fernando Alonso in a Renault, followed by Heikki Kovalainen (Finland) in the second McLaren, Rubens Barrichello (Brazil/Honda) and Kazuki Nakajima (Japan/Williams-Toyota). Sébastien Bourdais (France/Toro Rosso) and Kimi Räikkönen (Finland/Ferrari) failed to finish but were nevertheless classified and also benefited from Barrichello’s subsequent disqualification. In the overall standings McLaren-Mercedes leads with 14 points ahead of Williams-Toyota (9) and the BMW Sauber F1 Team (8). Renault (5) is fourth, followed by Toro Rosso (2) and Ferrari (1).

“This was a tremendous opening to the season for us. Nick kept cool and finished second, achieving the first podium of the season for the team,” said BMW Motorsport Director Mario Theissen, visibly delighted: “This was a real strategy game. Nick was somewhat lucky with the safety car periods, Robert was unfortunately unlucky. Towards the end Nakajima pushed him off the track. Up to this point, and during qualifying the previous day, he was putting in a very strong performance. Together with our very good qualifying performance on Saturday, this is a good basis for the next races. It has been a tremendous motivation boost for the whole team. A big thank-you to all our colleagues in Munich and Hinwil.”

Following the sweltering battle in Albert Park, with temperatures soaring to 38 degrees Celsius, Heidfeld was beaming to rival the sun itself: “This was a fantastic start to the season for us. The team was working extremely hard to solve the problems we had in the beginning with the F1.08. We made constant progress and we have not exploited the full potential of the car yet. At the start I had too much wheel spin and could not keep Nico Rosberg behind me. I thought it was going to become a difficult race because I expected him to pit earlier. But we stopped on the same lap and our crew did a really great job to get me in front of Nico. With my second pit stop I was lucky that the safety car didn’t come out earlier and I could refuel as planned. In the last stint I had to take care not to kill the option tyres. Overall the first race without traction control was less difficult than expected.”

His team-mate Kubica, on the other hand, was crestfallen: “My race went pretty well in the beginning. I was on a similar strategy to Nick and I had a good pace. Then my strategy was changed and this did not pay off for me in the end. I got stuck behind Bourdais and lost a lot of time. I still had a chance to score some points, but then at the end of the third safety car period Nakajima crashed into the rear of my car and I had to stop.”

For Technical Director Willy Rampf the joy outweighed the disappointment: “It’s fantastic that Nick clinched second place, but at the same time I’m sorry for Robert who had an unlucky race. At the start Nick was overtaken by Nico Rosberg, but thanks to the fantastic work of the pit crew, he was able to overtake him in the pits. From then on he drove a fast and consistent pace and benefited from the third safety car phase. We changed Robert’s strategy during the second safety car period, but unfortunately he got stuck behind Bourdais and lost a lot of time. After Nakajima had crashed into the rear of his car, he had to stop in the pits for safety reasons.”

Over recent months, speculation has been rife concerning the distribution of power in Formula One. Theissen: “In the winter we took a big risk with our change in concept for the BMW Sauber F1.08. It is absolutely essential if we want to close the gap to the top teams. If you want to push the envelope you inevitably enter unknown territory, and that has to be conquered. We aim to do so in order to meet our goal for season 2008 as well, namely to claim our first win. The race in Australia has given us a first indicator as to where we stand in relation to the competition, but no more than that as the circuit in Albert Park is not very representative due to its particular characteristics. That’s why I believe we won’t get a reliable picture of the true balance of power until after the next few races. We’ll already know more this coming weekend in Malaysia. After the unexpectedly hot battle in Melbourne we now head for the steam bath of Sepang.”

Practice and qualifying.

Right up to qualifying, the there was no let-up in the fervent reading of tea leaves to divine the balance of power among the Formula One teams. Rarely had the test drives provided so little insight and so much scope for speculation. Initially the BMW Sauber F1 Team was deemed to have run into major difficulties before being catapulted to the status of an insider tip. The three free practice sessions in an unusually hot Albert Park in Melbourne similarly failed to deliver on the position-finding front – the sweep of placings for the drivers in the new BMW Sauber F1.08 ranged from first to 16th.

Not until the second qualifying segment did the true balance of power begin to emerge when the top cars finally went all out with a light fuel load and optimum tyres. The BMW Sauber F1 Team left the competition open-mouthed: Kubica was second fastest, Heidfeld fourth. A McLaren-Mercedes (Hamilton) had taken the top slot while the second (Kovalainen) slipped into the other gap. 1.28 tenths of a second separated Kubica from Hamilton’s best time. 

The final qualifying segment takes place with the fuel load that the drivers aim to take onto the grid for the start of the race, which means the lap times in Q3 already reflect the planned pit stop strategy for the race.

Kubica gave his all. In one of the final turns he went wide, but majestically regained control of his F1.08 after turning side on at high speed and went on to secure second place. Had it not been for this slide he would very likely have been on pole. The team cheered this clear manifestation of performance potential on the part of both car and driver.

Heidfeld’s final qualifying lap was flawless. However, the German was on a heavier fuel load and finished a happy fifth – the gap to fourth-placed Massa in a Ferrari was less than six hundredths of a second. 

In the light of the problems with the F1.08 in the early test drives, the team was justifiably proud of this performance. In Hinwil and Munich work had been going on at high pressure but with no sense of panic. The problems were analysed and successively rectified.

Start and finish.

It was the first race start for years without the aid of traction control, and Kubica managed to hold onto his second place behind Hamilton and in front of Kovalainen. While Massa dropped back after a collision, Rosberg slipped into fourth place ahead of Heidfeld, who was struggling with severe wheel spin.

After another first-lap collision at the back of the field, the safety car came out. The race restarted at the end of lap two, leaving the positions at the front unchanged. In the subsequent laps, Heidfeld tried to get past Rosberg and went slightly wide on two occasions.

On lap 16 Kubica led off the round of planned pit stops. He switched to a second set of the harder prime tyres and rejoined the race in eighth place.

Heidfeld came in for his first refuelling stop on lap 21 and likewise took on a new set of primes. Immediately ahead of him Rosberg was also heading for the pits. It was a battle between the mechanics, which was won by the BMW Sauber F1 Team – Heidfeld beat Rosberg out of the pits by a whisker.

After a collision between Massa and Coulthard on lap 26, the safety car was called out once again. During this yellow flag phase Kubica was called in early for his second pit stop. This time, according to the regulations, he had to take on the softer option tyres. The restart on lap 30 out of 58 saw him in eighth place again, this time stuck behind Sébastien Bourdais. 

In the meantime Heidfeld had advanced into third place behind the McLarens of Kovalainen and Hamilton. On lap 44 he turned in for his second pit stop – exactly one lap before an accident involving Timo Glock (Cologne/Toyota) triggered the third safety car phase. He would not have been allowed to refuel under safety car conditions. 

Kovalainen had been ahead of Heidfeld, but unfortunately was forced to pick up fuel during this final safety car phase, thus losing the lead he had carved out and dropping back in the race. That cleared the way for Heidfeld to move into second place behind Hamilton. 

When it came to the final restart of the race at the end of lap 48, Kubica – now lying in fifth – was hit in the rear by Nakajima and forced to abandon the race back in the pits.

History and background.

With 3.4 million inhabitants, Melbourne is Australia’s second-largest city after Sydney. It lies at the eastern end of the continent’s south coast and is the capital of the State of Victoria. Melbourne straddles the Yarra River at the point where it enters Port Phillip Bay. It is a vibrant and multicultural city shaped by immigrants and students from the four corners of the globe, and boasts a fascinating mix of architecture along with verdant sports grounds and parks. The F1 circuit runs through Albert Park in the St Kilda district.

Unlike other towns in southeastern Australia, Melbourne never served as a penal colony but was planned from the outset as a settlement with broad streets and parks. The city was founded in 1835 and given its present name in 1837. In the 1850s, gold was discovered in Victoria. Melbourne continued to flourish as an important railway hub, centre of industry and port city, and was for a time the seat of Australia’s Federal Government. The city has a strong sporting tradition, and in 1956 the Summer Olympics were held in Melbourne.

2008 marked the 13th Australian Grand Prix to be held in Melbourne. Up until 1995, Adelaide was the venue for the event. 

BMW’s first appearance here on its return to Formula One remains unforgettable. In 2000, Ralf Schumacher came third in Melbourne: a podium place from the word go. It marked the most successful debut of any engine provider since 1967.

Results and points. 

1. Lewis Hamilton (Vodafone McLaren Mercedes), 1 hr 34:50.616 min

2. Nick Heidfeld (BMW Sauber F1 Team), + 5.478 sec

3. Nico Rosberg (AT&T Williams), + 8.163 sec

4. Fernando Alonso (ING Renault F1 Team), + 17.181 sec

5. Heikki Kovalainen (Vodafone McLaren Mercedes), + 18.014 sec 

6. Kazuki Nakajima (AT&T Williams), 1 lap behind

7. Sébastien Bourdais (Scuderia Toro Rosso), DNF

8. Kimi Räikkönen (Scuderia Ferrari Marlboro), DNF

Drivers’ championship:

 1. Hamilton 10

 2. Heidfeld 8

 3. Rosberg 6

 4. Alonso 5

 5. Kovalainen 4

 6. Nakajima 3

 7. Bourdais 2

 8. Räikkönen 1

Constructors’ championship:

1. Vodafone McLaren Mercedes 14

2. AT&T Williams 9

3. BMW Sauber F1 Team 8

4. ING Renault F1 Team 5

5. Scuderia Toro Rosso 2

6. Scuderia Ferrari Marlboro 1

