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2012 Volvo S60 R-Design

The Swedish BMW?

By Gary Witzenburg


Remember when Volvos were brick-shaped boxes known for safety and little else? Driven by their rear wheels (not great for slick surfaces) by front-mounted in-line engines, Volvos did not feature sporty looks, fun-to-drive or performance on their resumes.
But now, just look at this fast, fun, dashingly sporty 2012 Volvo S60 ”R-Design.”

Under Ford ownership, Volvos started looking better about a decade ago, migrated to front (and all-wheel) drive, enhanced their performance and began going after BMWs and other Eurosport entrees. And now (since August 2010), this venerable Swedish brand is owned by Zhejiang Geely Holding Group, a Chinese company with high ambitions for it.

We were impressed last year by the new-for-2011 S60 mid-range sedan, and we’re even more enamored by this new 2012 R-Design performance model. But as Volvo’s quickest and most powerful sedan yet, is it competitive with BMW’s vaunted mid-range 5 Series sport sedans? You bet...and, starting at $42,500, for a lot fewer dollars per driving grin.
Third model



The base 250-hp 5-cylinder 6-speed-automatic S60 T5 offers a slew of standard stuff beginning with a high-performance multimedia audio system and dual-zone electronic climate control and finishing with a full suite of safety features that includes Volvo’s exclusive City Safety system that can actively avoid low-speed collisions.
  

The mid-range S60 T6 AWD ups the ante to a 300-horse turbocharged in-line six with all-wheel drive, 18-inch wheels, leather seating and a more athletic “Dynamic Chassis.” Its power is equal to that of BMW’s vaunted 3.0-liter turbo six, but the Volvo engine’s torque (which equates to acceleration) is an impressive 25 lb.-ft. more at 325 vs. the BMW’s 300 lb.-ft.
And now this 2012 S60 R-Design takes it to another level. Its most powerful production Volvo engine ever generates 325 galloping horses and 354 lb.-ft. of torque and can rocket it from rest to 60 mph in just 5.5 seconds, 0.3 sec. quicker than the T6. And its tuning by Swedish racing and performance parts company Polestar doesn’t affect its EPA estimated fuel economy ratings of 18 mpg city, 26 mpg highway and 21 mpg combined.

Powerful and unique


This all-aluminum engine features dual variable valve timing, a twin-scroll turbocharger and substantial upgrades since the previous version introduced in Volvo’s ‘09 XC60 CUV. But perhaps its single most amazing attribute is that it fits transversely (east-west) between the shock towers of the mid-size S60. Among the few other passenger-car in-line sixes out there, how many mount transversely? Exactly none.


How did Volvo do that? And why? “Our main criteria are safety and practicality,” says Volvo powertrain development vice president Derek Crabb. “The best way to meet those expectations is with a transverse engine. But our [inline six] competitors are all north-south installations. To deliver a transverse in-line six was an incredible challenge for our team.”

In-line engines typically wear their overhead-cam drives at their forward ends, but this unique Volvo six drives its camshafts through a central gear arrangement running up the side of the engine from the crankshaft. It also has no front auxiliary drives. “It's flat in front,” says powertrain program manager Karl Samuelsson. There’s nothing there. The AC compressor and water pump are driven by this drive off the middle of the crank, and the generator is situated in a nonconventional manner.”
Powertrain and chassis

Its energy is channeled to the wheels through Volvo's second-generation 6-speed automatic transmission with Geartronic and a selectable Sport mode that holds shifts deeper into the torque curve. You can shift it manually with the shift lever, but it sadly lacks steering wheel paddles that would make that much easier.

The standard electronically controlled all-wheel-drive has Instant Traction and Corner Traction Control, a further refinement of Dynamic Stability and Traction Control (DSTC) that uses torque vectoring to smooth and stabilize cornering. It gently brakes the inner driven wheel while adding power to the outer wheel to reduce any tendency to understeer (or “plow”).  
 
An underhood brace ties the strut towers together to stiffen the structure and improve steering response, and rear mono-tube shocks give faster fluid flow for quicker response. Both front and rear springs are 15 mm shorter and 15 percent stiffer, the rear suspension bushings are 20 percent stiffer, and the front tie-blade bushing is a massive 400 percent stiffer than the T6’s to help keep things under control during aggressive driving. 
Distinctive design

Several visual cues help set the 2012 R-Design apart from other S60s. Its more aggressive face sports a specific lower fascia beneath a piano black grille flanked by active dual Xenon headlights. Color-matched body components and matte-finish, hex-pattern details are repeated front and rear. Around back are a decklid spoiler and big 90-mm twin tailpipes, while unique 18-inch 5-spoke wheels emphasize its low, athletic stance. 

Inside the Scandinavian-design cabin are two of the most comfortable and supportive front sport seats in the business, complete with deep side bolsters. They are covered in rich, off-black leather with contrasting stitching and textured accents with embossed R-Design logos across their backrests. Finishing touches include an R-Design sport steering wheel, unique gear lever, sport pedals and floor mats and cool blue “watch-dial” instruments.
City and pedestrian safety 

All 2012 S60s come with City Safety, the low-speed collision avoidance/mitigation system originally introduced in the XC60 premium CUV. At speeds up to 19 mph, if a vehicle in front suddenly brakes and the system determines that a collision is likely, it pre-charges the brakes and, if the driver fails to respond, automatically applies them. At relative-speed differences less than nine mph, City Safety can help avoid a collision entirely. Between nine and 19 mph, it reduces speed as much as possible prior to an impact.  

Pedestrian Detection with Full Auto Brake, another exclusive Volvo safety system available as part of an optional Technology Package, uses newly-developed radar in the grille and a camera in front of the inside mirror to detect objects in front of the car and determine what they are and the car’s distance to them. Up to 22 mph, it can help avoid a pedestrian hit.                                     At higher speeds, it helps lessen the severity of an impact.
Driving impressions

“This R-Design sport chassis surpasses anything in our toolbox,” says S60 brand manager Frank Vacca. He’s right. We enjoyed ample time on twisty two-lanes and lots of track laps in new R-Design S60s and found their performance, handling and steering as good as, or better than, anything in their class. Only the brakes – predictably strong and reliable in normal driving – disappointed by heating and fading a bit after repeated hard laps. The pedal got uncomfortably long and soft but never faded completely.
If a fairly rare, distinctive and surprisingly affordable Eurosport sedan might be on your wish list, we recommend giving this one a serious look. Easily Volvo’s best-looking, best-handling and best-performing sedan ever, it’s nothing like those “good old” Volvo days.
#   #   #
 

