2008 SAAB 9-3 2.0T

A Sport Sedan For The Everyman

As an older SAAB enthusiast, I often get tagged as one who is either vehemently opposed to newer models from Trollhättan or, as many brand-loyal admirers of the marque are, blind to other product offerings in today’s marketplace. While I encounter these people regularly within the Saab Club scene and in my own customer base, I have to admit I am neither; my brand loyalties are broad and my automotive interests diverse.

That being said, if you have awaited a positive review on the new 9-3 Sport Sedan, you’re in for a treat. After more than half a thousand miles during a week piloting a 2.0T, 6-speed manual-equipped example, though, I’m ready to say that Saab have taken the baton and run with it. I’ve been looking for Saab, eight years into total ownership by parent company GM, to shine with one of their everyman cars for some time. I had an opportunity to examine two of the new cars a week before the large Washington, DC press event and paid almost no attention to either. On paper, the 2000-plus improvements since the 2007 model were impressive, but I’ve been played Peter to a wolf with the new Saabs for a few too many years. This long-standing impression has gotten a number of chinks in its armor, and one long-suffering Saab enthusiast has opened both eyes to what the company has now delivered on.

For some time now, it has seemed that GM has been looking back through Saab’s past visual cues to create a car from too generic a world platform yet still brand it as a Saab. This strategy and others having hurt, or at best stagnated, Saab’s growth potential while once-underdog marques such as Audi have elevated themselves to BMW rank not to mention annual production quantity, it has been clear for some years now that for Saab to survive it must dig deeper.

The first step to recovery was last year’s 9X concept car, Saab’s fourth significant development model in the brand’s 60 year automotive history. It was inarguably from this position that the new 9-3SS’s revisions were sprung. While in some aspects 1970s and 1980s design elements were employed, they were drawn on a new tableau, blazing a fresher trail towards creating newly memorable aspects of that which makes a Saab visually unique. Wrapping the redesigned hood around and atop the front fenders, headlamps and grille panel reminds one not only of the recent concept, but also harks back to the look pioneered by the ‘classic’ 99 and 900 models through the early 1990s. The greenhouse is large and masks the all-too-prevalent tall beltline characteristic of cars made in the last few years with a not-unattractive and aerodynamic side window layout. Slicking down the 5 year old platform further, even the base model 9-3 sports an aggressive stance improved by its attractively styled front bumper and airdam with coordinating ground effects beneath the rocker panels. A capable observer noted that removing the hood roundel would almost complete this look, a comment that I cannot but agree with since this spot was once the badge of the parent company and not part of the original design to the hood for which this element was originally designed. Finally, the element of the door side rub strips was completely eliminated, something not seen on a Saab since the 99s of the 1970s, producing a clean and unbroken curve from beltline to the top of the ground effects.

It has been quite a while since the entry level smaller Saab model has not been found wanting for a sporting blend of performance and economy. While a turbocharged engine has been standard on all but a few Saab offerings since 1998, the sporting and capable handling characteristics were available on only the more upscale Aero and Viggen variants. The 9-3SS for 2008 is decidedly a breakaway from this, its near-perfect weight balance in 4-cylinder trim combined with the double-overdrive 6-speed standard manual transmission and 17” alloy wheels wrapped in Continental V-rated rubber provides Aero-like feel while not compromising comfort. The compliant suspension and not overly intrusive traction and stability control along with the new Electronic Brake Force Distribution not only cushion out excessive NVH but do not compromise aggressive and defensive driving postures even at highway speeds. Nearly absent and impossible to completely eradicate in a FWD platform is the oft-discussed and unfairly-criticized torque steer of earlier models. The optional Holden-sourced V6 with XWD also available in this platform should certainly remove the last vestiges of this unpleasant sensation even with the increased performance available at that level.

Interior comforts in the base 9-3 are quite opulent, with supportive leather seats, burlwood trim to the doors and instrument panel and plenty of comfort and convenience items. While not equipped with the optional navigation system, our evaluation car had a more than adequate stock 7-speaker sound system featuring built-in XM satellite radio. It also featured the optional 17” alloy wheels and the Cold Weather package of heated leather sport seats and high powered headlamp and windshield washers. For visibility, the new Xenon projector headlamps with Xenon cornering ‘halo’ lamps cut through the night and also dealt capably with thick fog we encountered, this car not sporting the optional fog lamps in the lower valance.

It’s not often that a long ride up and down the Interstates of the Mid-Atlantic region inspire an article about a sports car. After an hour or so of I-95 in the first part of our evaluation, I veered off the exit near Quantico Marine Base and took the winding path through the Prince William Forest Park towards Manassas and points North. My main assignment for this weekend was covering the events at Carlisle, PA, to and from which each day I took some interesting detours around truck and RV traffic through hilly Amish country and sleepy little country ‘burgs. 

Pushing the 9-3 to its limits on the twisty back roads and elevation changes of northern Virginia and Central Pennsylvania, traction control did not hinder the skilled driver’s ability to find and quickly adapt to this car’s abilities to take aggressive turns at speed. At every curve, I was more and more comfortable with gear selections, finding the sweet spot of peak torque, allowing me to continue improving my times and smoothness through challenging twists and turns. A smooth-shifting 6-speed gearbox did not give one the impression of a rubber Atari-like joystick nor did it send unpleasant vibrations back to the driver as the previous 9-3 SS did. The suspension did not continually adapt and/or wallow unexpectedly as in far more sophisticated cars of this size and class. On the open road, a firm push of the 9-3’s accelerator pedal launches the car from highway cruising to multiple tractor-trailer-passing velocity faster than you can say “this Saab isn’t so quirky”. Though its off-the-line performance is about average for its class at 8.5 seconds to 62mph, it is the gear ratio spacing and quick spool-up of the turbocharger that allows for this mid-range to ‘thrown-under-the-jail’ speed increase to astound. In fact, the new 9-3 will get more than a few new buyers in a small spot of trouble, since 90mph is easily and so smoothly attained in 6th gear that it is almost harder to cruise at a lower rate of speed.

My complaints with the 9-3 are almost comical. The center armrest ratchets on a slide for easy adjustment, but it can move unexpectedly during certain shifts. A simple catch-and-release button on the driver’s front corner would have solved this, for even as a tall driver, I enjoy the forward-most extension of this elegant little device. The right third of the passenger door mirror is convex and rather unsettling in night driving. Integrated phone controls are present on the steering wheel but Bluetooth remains unavailable. The back seat, apparently for amputees, did not go over well with medium-size adult friends I wanted to impress with the 9-3’s numerous abilities. Still, against all that is positive about the car, practically nothing should keep someone with a perspective similar to my own from being very enthusiastic about this new offering from the Swedish automaker.

With any luck, Saab’s current marketing campaign will adapt enough to lure prospective buyers of mid-range German and Japanese car buyers into their showrooms, pointing out even to those who drove the earlier version of this car that the new one greatly exceeds its forebears. This sort of car needs to be the bread and butter for Saab, as the ‘classic 900’ sedan and hatchbacks once were in the 1980s. Those buyers, more mature now and with more of their hard-earned money to spend, are largely still out there; so should Subaru, Volvo or even BMW fail to consolidate some of their gains in this market share, a hungry Swede sits on its haunches, ready to pounce.

Tested: 9-3 2.0T, 210hp/221 ft/lbs I-4, 6-Spd, FWD, KERB WEIGHT 3175, 8.5 sec – 60, combined MPG 28. Base price $28,385/As-tested $32,935

