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There were as many ups and downs in its creation as there are in the
dramatic layout of Portugal’s state-of-the-art circuit. By PETER MILLS

being hoisted up and dropped

over a super-G skiing course.
The result would be close in character
tothe spectacular, undulating
Autodromo Internacional Algarve,

Nestled between the bustling

Portuguese resort of Portimao and the
small mountain town of Monchique,
Portimaos blend of corners and
gradients has created a circuit with blind
apexes for some 80 percent of its lap. The
turnstyles to this bastion of old-schoaol
motor racing opened at the tail-end of
2008, and as a new European track has

Thinkof amodem Formula ] circuit

~basically the banks - to get the finance”
says Pintelro Ttwasalong hard process,
Asyou can imagine, Portugal {s a rather
complicated country. it took eight years
toget the plarning permission, and then
wedid everything in 10 months For the
five years framour start in 2000 to 05,
Portugal had five different governments.

“Sowe had toreapply for planning
permission each year [twas a difficult
time, but fromm March '05 everything
started to go smoother We got the final
planning permissionin ‘07 work started
in'08 and we finished in November 08
for thefirstrace”

GREAT TRACK
ALGARVE

thing that we had He was the first person
tobelieve in usand that's why heissuich
aspecial person for us Like hisbrother
Paclo, wehave a very good relationship
witheveryone at what wasthe FGS
Group and isnow the Infront Group.
Today, the tight-knit relationship
continues. Superbikesremain the
Circuifs biggest draw, with even
amateur two-wheel racer Michael
Schumachershowingup on the grid
for the circuit's inguguration. As part
ofits promotional activities, Pinheirds
Parkalgar company sponsored local
rider Miguel Praia in the 2004 WSBK

few contemporaries. series, before
smesmmemesos  “PORTUGALIS A COMPLICATED COUNTRY. Loinen
whereasugeinthe IT TOOK USEIGHT YEARSTOGET =~ pestounded
b PLANNING PERMISSION, AND THEN e
gonomyiucled  WEDID EVERYTHING IN EIGHT MONTHS?” Sivespor e
spate of speedways, kﬂlecl at Brands

or the more recent track-building efforts
inthe Middle East, the continent has had
little demand for new racing circuits.

For Portimaos Autodromotobe
realised, an inspirational driving force
was required. Step forward Patlo
Pinheiro, amechanical engineer and
former kart racer and Superbike rider.

It was Pinheirgs vision to provide the
Algarve with a state-ofthe-art racing
facility Hisbackgroundinreal estate
and construction provided the
experience and savvy crucial for
dealing with Portugal's complex
planning regulations and persevere
through along gestation period.

“Theinitialidea wasminebackin
2000 and then I had to convince peaple

A key early ally was found in Maurizio
Flammini, the creator of the World
Superbike Championshipand in the
headlines of late for his desire to stage
aFormulal racein hisnative city of
Rome Finheiro cites Flamminis faith
asinstrumental in seeing the project
through iis tough times.

“The first contract we ever did was for
World Superbikes; says Pinheiro Backin
20001hada meeting in Rome with Mr
FlamminiTjusthada plan onasheetof
A4 Isaidto him, Thisis the layout of the
clreuit we want to build, and T would like
toknow ifwedo it would you like tohold
aracethere? And he said, Okay, if you do
it. you have my word that you willhavea
race’Foralong long timeit was the only

Hatchin 2008, and a corner at Pinheiros
circuit has been named in his honour.
Alongside Flarmmini, significant
support waslentby the local
municipality, the Portimao Camara,
whichdonated land On viewing
architect Ricardo Pina’s finished pit
buildings, and the grandstands that line
Pinheiros layout, itissurprising tolearn
that little choice was offered regarding
the location of the plot they received.
"We started with 42 hectares of land
that was owned by the municipality”
says Pinheiro "Then we needed to
buy more, and we ended up with 300
hectares Part was bought by us, part by
the municipality, To be honest. we had
this land and we just had to get the best »

8 LMS enjoys switchback
topographyin 2009
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HOMETEAM
STARSIN AIGP

Filipe
Albuquerques
double podium
inthe 2009
AlGPmeeting
ranks as one of

the 25-year-old’s
favourite racing
memories: Thad
reached first
position, it was
Justashame

that my pitstop
didn'tgo so well "

Facilities include a pool
behind the media centre

F1teams have not been

back since rain-hit test

< we could out of it When Isawallthe
slopes and hills though, Ithought we
could doquite agood job”

Theresult of their labours has proved
aninstanthit Inless than two years of
operation, the majority of Europe’s top
championships, including FIA GTs, World
Touring Cars, the Le Mans Series, AIGP
Formula Renault 35 and British Formtila 3
have visited {tsaccentuated slopes,

“We have been running for two years
and are trying to understand which
championships work better” says
Pinheiro T think we've managed to have
a good pool of races up to now. Some are
better than we expected, some worse.
FIA GT and Al1GP went very well. and this
vear we alsohad abit of a surprise with
the WTCC. Last year we had a very good
race with the Le Mans Series, but maybe
we need to change the date becausein
the peak of the summer this year it was
too hot. It was difficult to convince people
toleavethebeach to cometo the track.
Itsa wonderful spectacle - pethaps we
have to adjust some things and lock at
moving the race to September”

Audiltalia GT racer and former Red
Bull Junior driver Filipe Albuquerqueis
well placed toshed light onthe track’s
secrets. Inaddition tohis experience
competing atthe venue in AIGPand
Superstars, when his schedule allows
Albuquerque joinis Portugal's top drivers
PedroLamy, Pedro Couceiroand
Tiago Monteiro asan instructor at
Portimaads race school

‘Itsreally easy to compare it to some
of the best circuits in the warld,” says
Albuquerque ‘Irateitasoneof thetop
ones [ thinkits a very nice circuit with
lots of ups and downs It's not like some
of the other new circuits like Abu Dhabi,
where everything has been built from
zerowith no[naturall conditions at all.

“Thereare many, many blind comets.
Ahigh-level professional driver would do
well [toleam themlin one hour. There
are small tricks because of these blind
cormners that require a little bit more
knowledge than an a normal track. Like
the Nurburgring-theleng one - itisquite
tricky because 80 percent of the track is
blind, soyou really need to know them,
Forexample, thelast cormer onto the
mainstraight is very hard | think besides
mformula cars, youneed torelease just
a little gas and then you need to pesition
the car very precisely. And it isblind You
goarounditatmore or less 200km/h Ttis
quite hard to do that with the gravity of
the car going up, and channelling it onto
the main straight It really requires some
laps and some experience of the track”

Asanambassador for Algarve,
Albuquerques rave review is no great
surprise. But BMW Sauber Formmula |
driver Pedrode la Rosa, a consultant
with rival venue Motorland Aragon, also
enthuses over Portimacs qualities, The
patriotic Catalan is unable to be swayed,
however, into rating Algarve above
his home circuit of Montmelo as a test
venue despite the Autodromo boasting

Crowds mixed, but decent
turnout to watch FIAGTs

Schumacher meets Max
Biaggionthegridin'08

Track says it has coped well
underspotlightof top series

ll GREAT TRACK
ALGARVE

four configurations for Fi testingand
ahigh-tech sprinkler systern.

“Forme Portimaoisa fantastic race
track’” saysdela Rosa. “You can overtake
onthelong straight, and because of the
gradient changes and the amount of
blind comersit's interesting for the driver
and fantastic for the spectators. Froma
testing perspective, I'still rank Barcelona
as the number one and Jerez asthe
number two, Thereason isbecausein
Portimao there are notenoughlong,
third-and fourth-gear consistentradius
comers Thatswhereitseasy to getdata.

“That's what makes Barcelona so
strong for testing. It's funny but evenin
the simulator when I'was working with
MclLaren, Barcelona was our favourite.
But Portimaois very nice. For testingitsa
lotbetter than some of the other circuits
we goto like Valencia I'mijtist comparing
itagainst the best Portimao hasthe
capacityitis safe spectacular and good
forracing Therearealsoalot of really
good tourist hotelsinthatarea”

Algarve hasbeen dealt nofavaursin
itseffortsto establish itself as a testing
destination. Just two monthsafter the
track was completed, a predictably
Breen frack surface awaited Formula l
teamsfor their first visit in December
2008, Unseasonally heavy rainfall
threatened to wash out January's
following test, and the Fl teams have
yettoretum

The current meagre Fl testing
allowance explains why Algarve »

W |\l MICHEL|

Al
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PORTUGALIN
FORMULA1

Four Portuguese
drivers have
attemptedio
qualify fora
world
championship
Formulalrace,

threesuccessfully.
Will Superleague
racer Alvaro
Parente or
Motopark’s Euro
Formula3charge
Antonio Felixda
Cosfa emerge as
Tiago Monteiros
successor?

< hasyettoenjoy the same level of
winter track activity asin the heyday

of Estoril, the former home of the
Fortuguese Grand Prix. Pinhelro denies
that the regulations have adversely
affected the businessmodel of his
€150million project He concedes,
however, that an easing of F1s mileage
restrictions would be welcome for 2011

‘Obviously,itisbetter to have Fl than
anythingelse." says Pinhetro Ttis a pity
that the rules changed We held testsin
2008and 09 and we hope to have them
againin 2011 Therestrictions that they
havenowadaysmake it alittle more
difficult tobring tests here butTthink
wewill doitin 201"

There wasamovetowooFls
powerbrokers with the staging of last
yearsstandalone GP2finale The
undertakingmay yet prove shrewd.
butlocal observers believe prohibitive
costs mean the experienceisunlikely
toberepeated anytime soon.

'Oh, yeah, youbet” says AUTOSPORTs
man in Portugal, Paulo Manuel Costa.
"They had the Secretary of Sports bailing

ion

OR| Peugeot 908 HD

Variety_ club

The circuiit has 64 permutations,

B the longest version employed
hosting the Le Mans Series events,
Generous banking ensuresthat
spectators are well accommodated

Hilly landscape gives new
trackits special character [

Location: Sitio do Escamipadinho, Algarve, Portugal - First event: World Su ikes October 31 r

2008 -« Circuit length: Short
0.681s B833m

themn outatthelast minutein 2009 the
word isthe GP2 trucks were waiting
otitside for confinmation to get inside. But
there were no free cookies this year, so
GPZdropped them from the calendar”
Pinheiro(below) confirmsthe
thinking behind holding the event,
which shared the billing with the FIAGT
champicnship: Theideawastohave
access to F1 With GP2, the organisation
involvedisthe sameasFl Soitsagood
way to show whether or not youare
abletostagean Flrace [think allthe
comments made by the race director, the
driversand
aeveryore were
VEery, very
positive. 5o,1
thinkwe have
proven now we
| areabletostage
| anFlrace But,
as you know,
nowadays for
acountry like
Portugalto
heoldagrand

GREAT TRACK
ALGARVE

prixislittlernore thana dream," hesays,
laughing "We have tobe realistic with
the way our economics are nowadays,
Maybe. withour proximity to the souith
of Spain, the way todo it would be to
hold an Iberian GP If we held one I thinik
itwould beasmashingrace but we can
onlydowhat wecanda”

Forthe time being Pinheirois
occupied with more achievable matters.
A hotel and apartment complexis
scheduled to be completed nextMarch,
while the kart track successfully staged
arecentround of the WSK. And Mauro
Sipsz’s N'Technology company has
signed aletter of intent tomove intothe
Technology Park: the Italian team behind
the Porsche Panamera Superstars
project would move into what was
intended to be the A1GP factory:

“Thetechnological side is very
important for us” says Pinheiro. Tt creates
the critical mass that isneeded in the
project So, slowly, things are coming our
way. Even in difficult times we have been
managing to move forward, whichisthe
main goal forany company’ @

iles; versio 5 mil

onJuly1 usii

Eighty percent of the circuit
hasblind apexes, but sorme-time
track instructor Filipe Albuquerque
N ratesthe 125mph final corneras
8 Portimacs toughest challenge

o~

s | ap record: Nicolas Lapi
.915-mile
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