The FIA World Cup for Cross-Country Rallies 2018 season is starting in Karelia. Baja “Russia –
Northern Forest” is kicked off in the “Ruskeala” Mountain Park.
The event uniting two competitions on the same track – the first round of the FIA World Cup
and the first round of the Russian Championship – traces its history back to 2003 and is
traditionally held in the North-West of Russia.
Morning for the sportsmen started with the usual procedures – administrative and technical
checks. As a result of the inspection and by the report of the technical delegates, 27 crews of the
Championship and 20 crews of the World Cup were admitted to the start. Andrey N. from the
Suprotec Racing Team refused to start for medical reasons; and two crews were transferred to
the “Raid” standings of the Russian Championship from the World Cup – the Romanian crew of
Barbu Claudio in Nissan Navara and the crew of Egor Okhotnikov in the GAZ pickup.
As drivers reported in their interviews, this race is an interesting challenge and an unusual
adventure in the pursuit of points. Many rally drivers from southern countries, such as Portugal,
Spain, the United Arab Emirates, are pleased to note the unusual driving in a winter off-road
conditions.
Fernando Alvarez Castellano, starting number 23, “TOP-10 participants are excellent fast
drivers, but you never know what will happen during the race and who will be at the finish.
Driving on the snow is not like on the usual gravel, but there are trainings for that. Although it’s
fun to drive on the snow, it’s never clear whether it will be possible to pass the turn inside or on
the outside, so every driver tries to do his best. Cold weather is not a problem for us, because we
are hot during the race!”
Andrey Rudskoy, starting number 22,
“We have prepared! Now we have a super-mega-heater in the car, there are ten adjustments in it,
and if you put it on a grade 3, you can open the windows (laughing). The peculiarity of the race
is that they usually put air-conditioners against heat, but here it is vice versa.”
Today the first warming-up special stage, traditionally called the Prologue, has been prepared for
the competing crews. Everyone enjoyed 19 kilometers by a sunny, snowy road, and the best time
was set by Aron Domzala, the last year winner of the Karelian race, in Toyota Hilux Overdrive.
Nasser Al-Attiyah became the runner-up only four seconds behind the leader. Tapio Lauronen
rounded out the top three, and Vladimir Vasilyev from G-Energy team was the best of the
Russians.
Confirming his Champion of Russia title in the “Production” category, Alexey Titov showed the
best result in the T2 group in the big and slow Ford F150 Raptor.
Female crews of Maria Oparina and Yulia Megunova-Khegai drove very carefully. According to
Maria, who bravely dared to appear behind the wheel of the Maverick X3 BRP – a small car
with a space frame, without glasses and heating, she “confirmed the title of a real blonde”,
forgetting to activate the all-wheel drive in her car. Handling was difficult and it was not always
possible to get into turns, because going with a permanent rear drive through snow and ice –
drifting is effectively, but not efficiently.
A pre-start conference for media representatives accredited to the competition was held before
the ceremonial opening and start of the Baja “Russia – Northern Forest” in the territory of the
“Ruskeala” mountain park.
Alexander Voronov, Minister of Youth, Physical Culture and Sports of the Republic of Karelia,
greeted the media representatives and participants, and presented the traditional prize of the
Head of the Republic of Karelia that will be given to the fastest crew at the SSS Prologue – a
bear figure made from shungite, a unique stone mined only in the Republic. He also wished the
participants good luck, and the audience to enjoy a unique sporting spectacle!

Then the floor was taken by Victor Sokolov, the race Safety Director, who told about the
changes of tracks and route that was 50% modified, thereby the competitive distance increased
to 520 km. He also hoped the competing crews would like these diverse roads and reminded the
camera crews about the order of work at the special stages and their closing schedule.
Nasser Al-Attiyah, a titled driver from Qatar, said that he has got a lot of positive feedback from
participants of the Baja "Russia – Northern Forest" past editions and came to Karelia personally.
He shared his impressions of Russian hospitality and his pleasure in driving the Prologue – the
first snow-ice special stage. He also noted that in the winter cross-country rally it was possible to
drive and have fun without thinking about the right trajectories or listening to the transcript read
by the co-driver, as it happened on the routes of the classic rally, where he was also a regular
participant. Al-Attiyah announced his decision to participate in the FIA World Cup for CrossCountry Rallies and to come to Russia again – in the summer, to take part in the “Silk Way”
transcontinental marathon. He joked that he was starting to recognize some Russian words.
The floor was given to Vladimir Vasilyev, who is not only a racer at the Baja “Russia – Northern
Forest”, but also a co-organizer of this project. He told what made him to invest a lot of efforts in
this project, and how he managed to participate in the landmark races.
Vladimir Chagin, the Head of the “Silk Way – 2018” international rally, said that the project
supported a good tradition and prepared a special prize for the fastest crew of the Baja “Russia –
Northern Forest”. The prize is participation in the “Silk Way – 2018” marathon without the entry
fee payment.
TOP-10 crews of the Prologue won the right to choose starting positions that were distributed as
follows:
1. Tapio Lauronen
2. Vladimir Vasilyev
3. Nasser Al-Attiyah
4. Aron Domzala
5. Yasir Saiedan
6. Jakub Przygonski
7. Boris Gadasin
8. Martin Prokop
9. Andrey Rudskoy
10. Fernando Alvares
It is in this order that the crews of the FIA World Cup standings will start on the second day of
the race. 16 February ended with a colorful Ceremonial Start in the “Ruskeala” Mountain Park,
marking the opening of the first round of the FIA World Cup for Cross-Country Rallies.

