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Courtenay supercharged Z22SE
Custom 2.5 inch downpipe and exhaust
Bilstein B8 dampers
Whiteline anti-roll bars
308 mm front brake upgrade
SRi Turbo bumpers and sideskirts

Words: Dan Williamson | Photos: Matt Barnes

A supercharged
Courtenay-tuned
VX220 engine
has turned an
everyday Astra
hatchback into a
roadgoing track
car with 246 bhp.

V

XS. Not likely to be a brand you’ll
be overly familiar with. Nor is it a
model you would find sitting in the
showroom of your local Vauxhall
dealer. But when you see the badge
on the rump of this MkIV Astra,
then hear the faint whine beneath
its bonnet, you’ll realise that the VXS tag fits the
bill perfectly. OK, so maybe SRi-S would be more
accurate. But with the engine from a VX220 and
a bloody great supercharger bolted on top, we
reckon that this 246 bhp hatchback can more than
live up to its name.
The Astra VXS is the creation of Courtenay Sport
general manager Mark Watts, whose concept was to
create a perfectly practical fast-road Vauxhall using
tried and tested kit. As the owner of a C20LET-powered,
purple Nova from 1990 to 2003 and his current VX220
Turbo, Mark is by no means a stranger to tuning
performance Griffins. His VX sports a chargecooler,
VXR turbo and injectors and 290 bhp, which makes
for a pretty entertaining weekend car.
For everyday fun though, Mark bought a five-door
Astra MkIV 1.8. His plan was to show what could be
done with the underrated Ecotec engine, but then the
idea of supercharging entered Mark’s consciousness
and resolutely refused to leave. Courtenay and a
German partner had already developed a successful
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ASTRA VXS

Mark Watts

You can buy a 2.2 supercharged Chevrolet or Saturn in the US, but
Mark’s conversion is based on Courtenay’s conversion for the VX220.

supercharging conversion
for the VX220, resulting in a
240 bhp, 870 kg rocket. “It’s
frantic and so smooth, it knocks
spots off a VX Turbo,” Mark
reckons. “About 75 have been
done, including four in Norway
and one in Greece. Even with
the extra weight and front-wheel
drive, we knew the conversion
would be fun in an Astra. But
feasible? We weren’t sure.”
Mark’s original plan was to
source a 2.2 engine and loom to
drop into the Astra 1.8, but the
more he thought about it, the
less it made sense. Vauxhall had
already built thousands of Astra
2.2s, so it would save loads of
the
17 inch Astra Coupe wheels are
rewiring hassle to simply buy one
ideal size and design for the SRi.
instead of the 1.8. “In February
2006 I saw an eBay auction for a
cheap car,” Mark recalls. “It needed
For many a would-be 2.2 owner,
a polish, but it was clean and had low
such horror stories ring alarm bells that
mileage. It was a non-runner due to a
sound remarkably like disintegrating
snapped rocker — when we stripped
timing chains, but Mark reasons that
the engine we found it wedged under
they are no less reliable than any other
another rocker.”
Vauxhall. “It’s just like having a car with

a cam belt,” he says. “Observe the
precautions, make sure you’ve got the
modified oil spray nozzle and change
the oil every 5000 miles. If yours starts
rattling, switch it off. The 2.2 is a good
engine. It’s lightweight and has plenty

of tuning options: remap, exhaust,
sports cat, pre-cat removal, head work,
cams and an inlet manifold from the
US 2.4.”
According to Mark, the engine is a
derivation of the 2-litre lump found in
Saab and Vectra Turbos. More to the
point, the US was treated to several
other versions including the previously
mentioned 2.4 and a Lotus-developed
205 bhp, 2-litre supercharged unit
found in the Chevrolet Cobalt SS and
Saturn Ion Red Line. Which explains
why the standard GM inlet manifold
and blower bolt straight onto a 2.2.
“People talk about importing these
engines complete, but wiring in the
ECU for a right-hand drive car wouldn’t
be easy,” Mark reckons. “And I don’t
think your average Chevrolet Matiz
dealer could read the trouble codes.
It’s good in theory, but harder in
practice. If it was a realistic option,
we would have done it that way.”
Admirably for someone who
could simply ask one of the on-hand
mechanics to tackle the conversion,
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DIY ASTRA 2.2
Fancy a supercharged Astra 2.2 of
your own? While it’s a very possible
project, Mark doubts many owners
will take Courtenay Sport up on the
conversion. “It was developed for
the VX220, he explains. “Owners
can justify spending the money on
a sports car.”
Parts for the package total about
£4000 but the job requires a full

week’s fitting and mapping, resulting
in a total of £5950 not including the
essential big-bore exhaust.
Nevertheless, Mark’s project has
proved the success of a supercharged
Astra. And if you’ve already got a
2.2 on which you’ve splashed loads
of love and cash, then bolting on a
blower could make yours the ultimate
hot hatch.

“We knew the conversion would be fun in an
Astra, but feasible? We weren’t sure”
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ASTRA VXS
Mark got stuck in and tackled most
of the work over a couple of months’
evenings and weekends. His first step
was to ensure the supercharger would
fit without fouling the bonnet or slam
panel. So with the knackered engine
still in place, he trial-fitted the blower
and manifold. Fortunately, the standard
2.2 is tilted back at the ideal angle,
which meant only minor modifications
to space out the alternator and air con
pump were necessary.
He managed to source a decent
2.2 engine and gearbox from a
VX220, which dropped straight in,
in place of the broken Astra lump.
It’s identical, but for the addition
of an oil cooler which Mark tucked
up behind the Astra’s nearside
headlight. “It’s not essential,”
he says, “but I thought it would
be useful for track days, so I made
it fit. The pipework was an arse,
and involved robbing hoses from
the parts bin.”
Once the engine was running
sweetly, Mark immediately took it
apart. The UK 2.2’s compression
ratio is too high for forced
induction, so he used a laser-cut
spacer plate to decompress it to
8.5:1. He then started work on the
supercharger transplant. With the
inlet manifold in place, Mark fitted
the chargecooler radiator and
associated pipework, reshaping
the fan cowling to give clearance
for hoses, then moving the
standard radiator forward for the
air con pipes.
The new set-up left induction
pipework on the opposite side, seeking
a hot route around the back of the
engine to reach the airbox, which was

Standard SRi interior has a fine specification
with sports seats and leather wheel.

far from ideal. The problem was solved
by fitting a cone filter and stainless
heat shield in place of the battery.
Meanwhile, a motorsport gel battery
was mounted within a Turbo airbox on
the opposite side. “The hardest bit was

all the fiddly stuff,” says Mark. “Cutting
and shutting 36 wires in the loom is a
thankless task. But the car is meant
to look as close to factory as possible
and it’s the time-consuming stuff that
finishes it off.”

“You can have fun yet still park it anywhere,
so I’ve got the best of both worlds”
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SPEC
ENGINE
Z22SE 2198cc four-cylinder 16-valve
with lowered compression, Courtenay
Stage 2 supercharger conversion
includes GM supercharger, additional
injectors, manifold and custom pulley,
chargecooler system with pre-rad,
K & N cone filter, motorsport battery,
Courtenay stainless-steel 2.5 inch
downpipe with pre-cat removed, 200
cell HJS motorsport cat, stainless-steel
2.5 inch Milltek cat-back exhaust
system, 246 bhp and 236 lb/ft torque.

TRANSMISSION
Front-wheel drive, five-speed F23 Getrag
manual gearbox, Courtenay billet steel
lightweight flywheel, Courtenay fast
road clutch.

SUSPENSION

THANKS
All at Courtenay Sport (01692
404313, www.courtenaysport.
co.uk), Hartmut at Hitec
Automotive Germany, Hankook
UK (www.hankooktire-eu.com),
Whiteline Automotive (www.
whitelineautomotive.co.uk),
Darren and Graham at Thurlow
Nunn Vauxhall.

Much of the effort went into
repositioning the ECU behind the
fusebox, away from its standard
location on the inlet manifold where
the blower now resides. “The
conversion retains the standard
ECU, plus a separate stand-alone
management system for on-boost
fuelling,” says Mark. “It was up and
running straightaway with a modified
version of the VX220 map, then set up
on the dyno.”
At first it made a healthy 240 bhp,
but since building a custom 2.5 inch
downpipe and sports cat, six more
ponies have been released, adding
over 100 bhp to the 2.2’s standard
output. “The difference is really
chalk and cheese,” he emphasises.

Bilstein B8 dampers, Eibach Pro kit
springs, Whiteline adjustable front
anti-roll bar, Whiteline strut brace,
polyurethane front wishbone bushes,
caster adjustment front poly bush kit,
Whiteline adjustable rear anti-roll bar,
rear camber and toe adjustment kit.
The car is often mistaken for the
SRi
Turbo model, due to the chargecoo
ler.

“Opening the pipework made it breathe
better and freed it up. It’s a twin-screw
supercharger, making 10 psi as soon as
you come onto boost and 14 psi peak.
At 2000 rpm you can open the throttle
and it’s instant power. The delivery is
so linear it pulls and keeps going until
you change gear and the noise is
fantastic. There’s a proper supercharger
whine, exaggerated by the short inlet
tract and large filter. It’s certainly
unusual coming from an Astra.”
Most people will think they see an
SRi Turbo, helped by the appearance
of the chargecooler behind the front
bumper. In fact there are subtle
external differences and Mark wasn’t
building a lookalike. “The 2003 SRi had
this bodykit as an option and the rear
wing is standard, so people don’t think
it’s trying to be something it’s not.”
With Coupe Turbo wheels, the
factory look is complete, plus they’re
the best size for performance and grip.
This Astra is destined for plenty of track
days, so Mark wrapped the rims in

BRAKES
Hankook RS2 race-style rubber. He’s
also gone to town on the suspension
for an ultimate fast-road set-up.
Bilstein B8 dampers are mated with
Eibach Pro springs, which make a
noticeable improvement. Polyurethane
front wishbone bushes and a caster
adjustment kit improve turn-in, while
the back end has a Whiteline anti-roll
bar plus camber and toe adjustment
shims, increasing negative camber for
improved stability. “The factory set-up
is biased towards understeer,” says
Mark, “but you can feel the back end of
this car gripping. Everyone I’ve taken
out on track can feel the rear is much
more alive. It’s really progressive and
manageable.” He reckons it’s so good
that the chassis will happily take more
grunt. There’s probably more in the
pipeline — a different supercharger
pulley and mapping improvements.
“It’s a good, usable amount of
power and torque for road use. You can
have fun, yet still park it anywhere. I
use it more than my VX, but I’ve got the

308 mm front brake upgrade with
Courtenay 16G front discs, Courtenay
8G rear discs, Mintex Xtreme pads.

WHEELS + TYRES
Astra SRi Turbo 17 inch alloys (ET 47 mm
offset), 215/40 Hankook Rs-2 tyres.

BODY
2000 Astra SRi three-door hatchback,
Irmscher front grille, Prodrive SRi Turbo
front bumper and rear lower skirt, Astra
Turbo sideskirts, tinted rear light lenses,
VXR/Mini Cooper S badge.

INTERIOR
Factory SRi interior plus boost gauge
in centre console, Irmscher pedals,
Irmscher dashboard trim, Irmscher
gearknob and handbrake cover.

best of both worlds,” he adds. “I’d
not change my car for an Astra Turbo.
Compared to a 240 bhp Stage 1 GSi,
the supercharged car is quicker from
40 to 115 mph. It would be fun to put
one against the other.” Sounds like a
challenge worth watching out for...
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