VEHICLE COMPARO / AWARDS EVENT : NWAPA OUTDOOR ACTIVITY VEHICLE OF THE YEAR 2021

MUDFEST!

UTILITIES AND PICKUPS PUT TO THE
TEST IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST

By Joe Sage / Photos by Doug Berger for NWAPA

ONE of our don’t-miss events every year
is the Northwest Automotive Press Associ-
ation’s Outdoor Activity Vehicle of the Year
Awards, more commonly known as Mud-
fest. The group has several major events
per year: this, an off-road-centric comparo
(though with vehicles also run on a paved
course), usually in the spring; Run to the
Sun, a couple of days of open highway in
a variety of convertible, super perform-
ance and super luxury vehicles, usually in
the fall; and Drive Revolution, centered on
increasingly mainstream powertrains once
known as alternative, in the summer. Last
year’s events all fell victim to pandemic
restrictions, one by one, and this year was
more of the same—till this. For various
reasons, the decision was made to forgo
fall’'s Run to the Sun event, instead moving
Mudfest from spring to fall.

The Pacific Northwest is a great place to
spend a few days with some great people,

putting the latest hardware to some seri-
ous tests. The differences between rainfor-
est and desert aside, they also share many
commonalities of both driving conditions
and vehicle preferences with Arizona.

This year’s event was held for the fifth
time at The Ridge Motorsports Park, north-
west of Shelton, with overnights along
Hood Canal (a natural body of water) near
Union, Washington. The 170-acre facility
features a 2.47-mile, 16-turn track with
300-foot elevation changes (which we
don’t use); a one-sixth-scale version of
that as a kart track (which we do use); and
off-road acreage muodified or specially
built for our purposes.

We were all set to go, our first time back
on a plane in many months, when our
plans hit a roadblock—a fresh Covid test
would be required upon arrival. Okay, we
could do that. Except that, as it turns out,
we couldn’t achieve it on Labor Day Week-

end, which was necessary for the test’s
turnaround timing. Thus we, like you, will
live vicariously through the event’s results.

DAY ONE, paved testing, uses the kart
track for acceleration, braking, steering
and handling evaluation. Day two is all off-
road, with a primary course of dirt, mud,
ascent, descent and embankments, plus a
separate Extreme Capability course with
logs, rock-crawling and generally more
challenging conditions.

Vehicles are judged both days by all
drivers, with scores assigned to drivetrain
and performance; comfort, function and
technology; styling; off-roading; fuel effi-
ciency; and value. These tallies are very
specific, but are used just as reference, as
each judge then subjectively votes a 1st-
2nd-3rd choice in each category. Algo-
rithms used in vote tabulation apply bal-
ancing factors between the collective
votes for paved and off-road days.

Vehicles are designated by their manu-
facturers to compete in any of five cate-
gories that apply for both the on-road and
off-road days. SUVs and crossover utilities
are split by family or luxury determina-
tion, then split again by smaller or larger
size. Pickups comprise the fifth group.

Any vehicle the manufacturers choose

to run on the Extreme Capability course
(on the off-road day only) is eligible for
this sixth award category.

Finally, an overall Outdoor Activity Ve-
hicle of the Year winner is voted from the
overall slate of entries, separately from
individual category voting.

FIFTEEN manufacturers entered 19 ve-
hicles—six from the Detroit Three, six
from Japan, five from Korea and two from
Europe. The smaller family utilities were
all Asian; the larger luxury utilities were
both from the US; and the other utility
categories were represented from all
regions. The traditionally all-American
pickup category had two Japanese entries,
one Korean and just one from Detroit.

When normally run in the spring, this
event usually has few of next year’s mod-
els. Moving to the fall meant more of
these, though production bottlenecks lin-
gering from the pandemic still kept the
2021-2022 mix to about half and half.

A fewer-than-usual sixteen NWAPA
members drove and voted. Votes get tight,
and casual favorites are not always statis-
tical winners or vice versa.

Results follow, with low and high noted
for the range of price, horsepower, torque
and highway fuel mileage within each cat-
egory, to help you gauge where the win-
ners fall.

Model year is noted for each.
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