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As harsh economic realities begin to bite even Formula 1, companies are coming up with cheaper
engineering alternatives to keep the Show on the road. Will the teams listen?

ith its glamorous
lifestyles of top drivers
and billionaire
motorsport
figureheads such as Bernie
Ecclestone, Formula One goes
together with penny-pinching
about as harmoniously as Max
Mosley and the News of the
World, you might suggest.

In an age where sport is big
business, the extravagance of F1
is perhaps no more unseemly
than that of, say, the Premier
League. And yet there are signs
that after a period of soaring
budgets, F1 is running up against
the barriers of a new era: one of
austerity, prudence and
cutbacks.

The decision by Honda to
withdraw from the sport last year
sent shockwaves through the
industry at a time when
automotive companies were
enduring their worst slump since
the Second World War. For
Mosley, the embattled president
of FIA, F1’s governing body,
Honda’s move demonstrated
something he had been warning
the teams about since the
summer of last year: the
championship was
“uansustainable”.

Just last week, BMW became
the latest manufacturer to slam
on the brakes, announcing plans
to exit the sport with the sale of
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School of economics: Composites maker EPM (above) expects to double F1
business; Force India (right) performed well despite a relatively small budget

its Sauber team to a Swiss firm,
Qadback Investments. The team
expects to compete next season
but will only do so if other teams
withdraw or, alternatively, the
championship is expanded to
include 14: teams, which the FIA
will recommend.

The governing body has been
embroiled in a dispute this
summer with the Formula One
Teams’ Association (FOTA),
which represents leaders such as
Brawn, Ferrari and McLaren,
and which threatened to setup a
breakaway championship in
June. The reason was proposed
caps to team budgets although
FOTA, which counts eight teams
among its members, has claimed
in correspondence with the FIA
that it is committed to cost-
cutting.

Mosley will stand down next
month, having reportedly tired of
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trying to get F1 teams to clamp
down on their expenditure.
Proposals put forward a year ago
by the FIA outlined plans for a
low-cost - £5.5 million - engine
and transmission to be developed
by Cosworth, automotive
consultancy Ricardo and
transmission specialist Xtrac. As
it turns out, Cosworth will supply
three teams on the grid next year
- but independently, with an
updated engine that was first
raced in 2006 by Williams. The
FIA maintains: “If we wish to see
innovative technology in
Formula One, the only way is to
limit expenditure and allow the
engineers freedom to do their
best within a fixed budget.”

This point is echoed by an
industry veteran who hopes to
see his own technology on F1 cars
come the new season. Jon
Hilton, the former technical
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director at Renault and a fellow
of the IMechE, is hoping to
supply regenerative braking
systems based on flywheel
technology to teams for 2010
through his privately funded firm
Flybrid. The technology would
capture energy from braking and
release it to supply a burst of
acceleration.

Since the late 1990s, Hilton
says, F1 budgets have gone
“crazy”. “There was almost
exponential growth. It got
ridiculous. That was, to some
extent, related to big car
company culture and the way
they throw resources at things
rather than making engineering
decisions about which projects
to back and which not to
back.

“The big teams got into
a state where
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