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they have are quickly dealt with under 
guarantee. 

The next happiest group is made up 
of poorer yuppies who buy second hand 
when the car is a few years old. Whether 
or not the members of this group love 
their Alfas is largely a matter of luck. 
Some dart around town for many happy 
kilometres without problem. 

A much larger group grow used to 
deep depression at the breathtaking 
bills from the garage, and from having 
to take a taxi to work (again). 

The most unhappy owners of Alfas 
are the ones who buy them when they 
are worn out and ‘cheap’. These people 
almost inevitably come badly unstuck, 
and have the bills to prove it. What do 
you do when you buy a car for $3000 
and discover it needs $3500 spent on 
the motor? 

There is a fourth group, consisting 
of Alfa addicts –Alfi stiof Alfa addicts –Alfi stiof Alfa addicts –  –who generally Alfi sti –who generally Alfi sti
drive older, classic Alfas such as the 
early Spider. Members of this group 
are well aware of the pitfalls of Alfa 

they have are quickly dealt with under ownership, and are quite prepared to ownership, and are quite prepared to 
pay the price. They generally restore 
cars to near–showroom condition and 
proudly drive their beloved ones on a 
semi–regular basis. 

If you are thinking of acquiring a 
classic Alfa, we suggest you get to know 
some members of this group fi rst. You’ll 
fi nd them enthusiastic and supportive, 
and, very likely, rather short of money. 

Alfa Romeo, like the rest of the 
Fiat group, is in dire fi nancial trouble, 
so Alfa Romeo’s future is by no means 
certain.

New Alfas have always been the 
playground of the rich, and if you’re 
not, then we’d say avoid them, because 
they devalue at a terrible rate, and any 
model out of guarantee is going to be 
terribly expensive to fi x. And as they 
grow older they will need fi xing, we 
promise •

l fa  Romeosl fa  Romeos , 
like Jaguars, are 

a rich man’s toy and 
a poor man’s downfall. a poor man’s downfall. 

They enjoyed a sporty They enjoyed a sporty 
reputation in the days before reputation in the days before 

the Japanese took over much of the 
performance car market, and the early 
models did perform rather well, but 
were unreliable and had horrifi c rust 
problems. Acquisition by Fiat saved 
the proud marque from falling into the 
hands of the Ford Motor Company, 
after which some attempts were made to 
restore order in an organisation plagued 
by quality control problems. Recent 
models refl ect this rationalisation, and 
yet Alfas generally have lost much of 
that quirky Italian personality that made 
even rust buckets like the Alfasud so 
rewarding to drive.

There are two main groups of happy 
Alfa owners; those who own the very 
new, and those who own the very old. 
New Alfa buyers tend to be rich yup-
pies, and many seem quite comfortable 
with the steep depreciation and short 
guarantee. These are often the happiest 
Alfa owners, and whatever problems 
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Alfa 164 
1989-98

• For pricing & model info, see below ☛

Quick Summary
The best of the 1980s Alfa Romeos, mainly 
because it wasn't actually an Alfa Romeo.

How Reliable?

Dodgy. See 'what goes wrong' below 

How Safe?

? See our general comments in the 'Safety' section.

SUB MODELS: (Early) 2.0 Twin Spark, (late) Q4, 3.0 
V6, 3.0 V6 QV

$1200 –$8000   $600–$7000
$200 –$600

((for used car dealers add around 30%, including GSTfor used car dealers add around 30%, including GST(for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST((for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST( )for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST)for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST

$3500 –$12,000   $3000–$9000
(for used car dealers add around 30%, including GSTfor used car dealers add around 30%, including GST(for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST( )for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST)for used car dealers add around 30%, including GST

In the 1980s Fiat, the owner of both Alfa Romeo and 
Lancia, got together with Swedish carmaker Saab, the 
idea being to pool resources and produce a common 
‘platform’, that is, a basic car which could then be 
restyled by each of the manufacturers into their own 
models. The Alfa 164 was one of the results.  The 164 
shares the same fl oorpan (that’s the whole bottom 
of the car up to the doors) with the Saab 9000, Fiat 
Chroma & Lancia Thema. Like most Alfas ownership 
is something of a lottery, with excellent handling and 
passable reliability if you’re one of the lucky ones. 
Many people fi nd the 164’s driving position awkward 
and torque steer (that’s when the wheel gets tugged 
sideways as you accelerate) is a problem on the V6 
versions. The manual gearbox lacks the ease of use you 
would expect on a vehicle of this price and has a poor 
record for reliability. General reliability is a little better 
than most other Alfas, but take note of the known 
problems listed below. Devaluation and maintenance 
costs will have you in tears. • From 1994, only 
the‘QV’ & ‘Q4’  were produced. For the 
reasons listed below AVOID QV & Q4 
MODELS LIKE THE PLAGUE! See also our 
general comments on ‘European Cars’ & ‘Luxury Cars’ in 
the ‘General Comments’ section and for Alfa Romeo at the 
top of this section.

Engine problems
General engine problems
• Crook engine mounts
• Leaking exhaust gaskets
• Oil leaks from motor
• Valve guides & seals wear out in time and will cause 
both smoke and high oil consumption
• Camshafts wear out reasonably quickly, causing 
rough running and rattles. They are expensive to 
replace
• Standard (Borgo) pistons wear out anytime from 
60,000kms onwards, especially early versions. Superior 
(Mahle) pistons are available but cost roughly twice 
as much
V6 problems
• Premature timing belt failure (they must be changed 
every 30,000kms and are expensive to change but 
fatal if you don’t, because a total engine rebuild is the 
probable outcome)
• The timing belt tensioner on pre-1995 models is  timing belt tensioner on pre-1995 models is  timing belt tensioner
hydraulic and it leaks with age, providing less tension 
and weakening the belt. The symptom is chronic oil 
leaks around motor. An upgraded tensioner is available 
and will solve this problem
• Crook water pumps are often found on engines 
built before 1990. This is more serious than it sounds, 
because you have to dismantle the timing belt assem-
bly to replace the pump. This is an expensive repair, 
but it will likely wreck the motor if you don’t do it 
immediately
• Overheating can destroy your engine! See our article 
‘Keeping it Cool’ in the ‘General Comments’ section
• See our blown head gasket warning at the end of 
this review
• Turbochargers rarely last as long as the engine they 
are bolted to
Twinspark problems
• The Twinspark uses a special, two-rotor distributor
that gives problems with time and is only replaceable 
as a single, expensive unit
• Twinsparks will burn both valves and pistons if run 
with too hot sparkplugs
• Twinsparks will die young if thrashed when cold

Gearbox & drivetrain problems
• Premature (and expensive) clutch failure (if it’s hard 

to push the clutch pedal down, the clutch is probably 
nearing the end of its life)
• Gear selectors lose the plot on manual transmissions
• Gearbox bearings die young on manual versions, 
especially models before 1993, which use a plastic bear-
ing cage. The symptom of this problem is whining in 
the fi rst three gears
• Driveshaft bearings wear badly

• Premature (and expensive) gearbox failure is certain on 
automatic versions if not serviced religiously (you must 
demand proof that this has been done, or walk away 
from the sale right now!)
• The Q4 (all-wheel drive) system is the antichrist.
Repairs will cost  your soul and most examples will need 
repair by now. AVOID, even if cheap, in fact, avoid, 
ESPECIALLY if cheap

Steering & suspension problems
• Front suspension springs, wishbone bushes and 
shock absorbers and balljoints are on their way out at 
60,000kms. Parts are expensive

• Front lower spring retainer rusts away to nothing. In 
extreme examples it will let the spring go & cause the 
whole front end to sag

• Rear suspension bush wear is common
• QV & Q4-models use an electronic suspension 
control system which is a nightmarish tangle of 
dysfunctional electronics and electronically controlled 
mechanical parts. They weren’t reliable even when new 
and as they age all the individual components lose the 
ability to interact usefully, leaving you with ongoing 
reliability problems and a repair bill that is likely to ex-
ceed the price you paid for the entire vehicle. AVOID 
LIKE THE PLAGUE!

Brake & safety problems
• See our ABS and airbag warning at thet thet  end of this 
review.

• Premature front brake wear. Especially check the disks, 
which are usually stuffed and expensive to fi x
• Handbrake actuating mechanism seizes, requiring 
overhaul or replacement of the rear calliper

Body problems
 • Cracked windscreens are common
• Rust in early models, in the spare wheel well,  around 
the plastic covered inner guards, the boot  lid, rear 
window and sunroof
• Fresh air intake at the front of the car has drain holes 
that block up if the car has been parked under some-
thing like a tree or other source of lightweight debris. 
The symptom of this is a sloshing sound from the front 
as you turn corners. Left untreated, rust will eat all the 
way through and allow the water to fall straight onto 
your feet. Fixing this is both diffi cult and expensive. 
YOU MUST TAKE THE VEHICLE THROUGH A 
CARWASH BEFORE PURCHASE. If there is trapped 
water but no leaks, the problem is possibly solvable by 
unblocking the drain holes and using a strong anti-rust 
paint like POR on the inside.

Interior problems
• Air conditioning dies young and is often uneco-
nomic to fi x. A clicking noise from the glovebox prob-
ably means that the servo motor, which powers the 
ventilation drum, ventilation fl aps and the tempera-
ture adjuster, has stripped its plastic gears. This is not 
an easy repair (the whole dashboard has to come out) 
• Squeaks from the fan indicate crook bearings and 
either the whole motor or the bearing of the blower-
fan has to be replaced. For this repair either the entire 
airconditioning system has to come out (if fi tted), or 
the dashboard has to come out. Take your pick
• Door locks frequently give grief
• Dysfunctional electric seats
• Interior trim is tacky and often poorly assembled
• Rattles are common
• Dysfunctional power windows
• The speedometer is mainly symbolic and as time goes 
by it goes off into a little world of its own and displays 



increasingly bizarre readings. The problem is electronic 
and requires an oscilloscope to fi x, so don’t bother asking 
your local garage

Electrical problems
• Dysfunctional dashboard electronics. In particular, the 
LCD display doesn’t work properly. Replacing it is very 
expensive and probably pointless, as replacement units 
commonly fail after a short time
• Headlights and foglights fi ll with water on early ver-
sions. This wrecks them after a while
• Stereos die young
• The usual diabolical Alfa electrical problems which 
may plague you throughout the time you own this ve-
hicle. In addition to the interior problems listed above, 
expect the seat heaters, fuel cap remote control and 
boot lid remote control, headlight adjuster, together 
with most of the warning lights, and the warning 
light control unit, to be more or less permanently 
intermittently dysfunctional.

Models built between Septem-
ber 1992 & January 1995 • Interference between 
gearbox and brake pedal may cause short circuit and 
fi re. 
VIN numbers:  06271356 – 06314718

Search @ theaa.com  ☛  R1995/056

No crashtest available for this vehicle. See our 
general comments on safety in the ‘Safety’ section.

Tech Specs

VIN PLATE LOCATION: Left front strut tower
ENGINE TYPE & SIZE:
• 2.0 Twin Spark   AR 06420 1962cc DOHC EFI
• 3.0 V6    AR 06410 2959cc OHC EFI
• 3.0 V6 QV    3.0 V6 QV    3.0 V6 QV AR 64301 2959cc DOHC 24v EFI

RECOMMENDED FUEL/S: 96, no additive.
HOW MUCH FUEL? Realistic urban averages: 
• 2.0 Twin Spark   • 2.0 Twin Spark   • 2.0 Twin Spark 13.5 litres/100km • 7.4 km/litre • 21mpg
• 3.0 V6     17.5litres/100km • 5.7 km/litre • 16 mpg

Safety
PRETENSIONING SEATBELTS: No 
WEBBING-GRABBER SEATBELTS: Not known
ANTI–SKID BRAKING (ABS): Optional ’91–on, standard 
late models.
AIRBAGS: Standard, driver’s side only, late models
SIDE–INTRUSION BEAMS: Late models, yes, previous ver-
sions not known.



• Automatic transmissions that do not shift smoothly during a 
test drive are probably not long of this earth. Also, WITH THE 
VEHICLE AT NORMAL OPERATING TEMPERATURE  
(so that the engine is not idling too fast) put the handbrake 
on and try switching the gear selector between forward and 
reverse – this should happen quickly and smoothly without any 
clunk – if not, suspect big repair bills in the near future. With 
the transmission in neutral and the engine running at normal 
operating temperature, lift out the transmission dipstick, wipe 
it clean, put it back in and then remove it again. The automatic 
transmission fl uid should be a happy cherry red colour & should 
be within the marked area on the transmission dipstick  – if it’s 
not, abuse and/or neglect is pretty likely and the vehicle should be 
avoided! 

• Both the ABS (anti-skid braking) and airbag
warning lights should go on and then off when 
you fi rst start the vehicle. If this does not happen, 
the vehicle may require a major, extremely 
expensive repair immediately (if either the ABS immediately (if either the ABS immediately
or airbag warning lights do not go on at all, 
someone’s probably disconnected them to hide 
the fact that the ABS or airbag system is faulty). 
If either warning light comes on while you are 
driving, this may mean a serious malfunction in 
the vehicle’s safety systems, and the vehicle should 
not be driven, let alone purchased.

Modern engines work hard. Because of this, they 
tend to get hot and frequently ‘blow their top’, espe-
cially if the engine has been overheated or run without cially if the engine has been overheated or run without cially
fresh antifreeze. Head gaskets may be very expensive 
to fi x and if left unfi xed you’ll probably end up broken 
down at the side of the road. Worse, blown head gaskets 
sometimes lead to total engine failure.

The symptoms of a blown head gasket are mysteri-
ous coolant loss, sometimes accompanied by rough 
running and overheating, clouds of white steam coming 
from the exhaust, oil in the water, water in the oil, and/or 
white goo under the oil fi ller cap (see picture opposite). 
You should also lift out the oil dipstick. If the oil is the 
colour of the white goo in the middle of the oil fi ller cap 
in the picture, you have a cracked cylinder head and/or 
blown head gasket.

Blown head gasket warning

ABS & airbag warning

Automatic transmission warning


