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The Alfa Romeo 156, produced between 1997 and 2007, remains a benchmark in automotive design and driving 

dynamics. As a vehicle that successfully blended Italian flair with sophisticated engineering, it introduced 

technologies such as the Selespeed automated manual transmission and the Common Raildiesel engine to the

mass market. However, maintaining a vehicle of this complexity requires a disciplined approach to mechanical

upkeep and a deep understanding of its specific engineering nuances. For owners and technicians, adhering to a

rigorous service schedule is not merely a recommendation; it is a necessity to preserve the performance and

longevity of the vehicle's high-strung powerplants and intricate suspension geometry.

Theoretical Framework of Alfa Romeo Powerplants

The Alfa Romeo 156 utilized a variety of engine architectures, each presenting unique maintenance requirements. 

Understanding the theoretical underpinnings of these engines is essential for effective diagnostic and preventative 

work. The primary petrol engines include the Twin Spark (TS) and the Jet Thrust Stoichiometric (JTS)  units.

Twin Spark (TS) Architecture

The Twin Spark engine is characterized by its use of two spark plugs per cylinder. The primary plug is centrally

located, while a smaller secondary plug is positioned at the side of the combustion chamber. This configuration was

designed to optimize the flame front propagation, ensuring more complete combustion and reducing emissions.

From a technical writer's perspective, the maintenance implication here is doubled: a standard four-cylinder engine

requires eight high-quality iridium or platinum-tipped plugs, typically with a replacement interval of 60,000 to

100,000 miles, depending on the specific variant.

JTS (Jet Thrust Stoichiometric) Direct Injection

Introduced later in the 156's lifecycle, the 2.0 JTS engine moved toward direct injectiontechnology. By injecting

fuel directly into the combustion chamber at high pressure, Alfa Romeo achieved higher torque and power outputs.

However, direct injection engines are susceptible to carbon buildup on the intake valves, as fuel no longer washes

over them. Maintenance strategies for the JTS must include regular high-quality fuel additives and, in high-mileage

cases, mechanical cleaning of the intake tract to maintain volumetric efficiency.

The Critical Importance of the Timing Belt Cycle

Perhaps the most critical aspect of Alfa Romeo 156 maintenance is the timing belt (cam belt) system. While initial 

factory recommendations suggested longer intervals, field data and technical case studies have proven that the 

16v Twin Spark engines are highly sensitive to belt failure. The consensus among specialists is a replacement 

interval of 36,000 miles (approx. 60,000 km) or 3 years, whichever comes first.

The Variator and Tensioner Assembly

A timing belt service on a 156 is incomplete without addressing the phase variatorand the tensioner pulleys. The

variator is a hydraulic actuator that alters the timing of the intake camshaft to improve low-end torque. A failing



variator often manifests as a diesel-like rattle upon startup. During the belt change, the water pump should also be

replaced, particularly on V6 models where the pump is driven by the timing belt. Failure to replace these peripheral

components can lead to catastrophic engine failure even if the new belt remains intact.

Comprehensive Service Schedule Matrix

The following table outlines the standardized service requirements for the Alfa Romeo 156 range, based on

professional workshop data and manufacturer specifications.



Service Interval Primary Tasks Engine Specifics Critical Checks

12,000 Miles / 12 Months Oil and Filter Change, 
Visual Inspection

All Models Check for oil leaks and 
fluid levels.

24,000 Miles / 24 Months Air Filter, Cabin Filter, 
Brake Fluid Flush

TS and JTS Inspect brake pads and 
discs for wear.

36,000 Miles / 36 Months Timing Belt, Tensioners, 
Water Pump

1.6/1.8/2.0 TS Mandatory belt 
replacement to prevent 
failure.

60,000 Miles / 60 Months Spark Plug Replacement, 
Auxiliary Belts

V6 and Diesel Change fuel filter on JTD 
models.

72,000 Miles / 72 Months Coolant Flush, Gearbox Oil 
Change

All Models Check suspension 
bushings and ball joints.

Technical Analysis of Chassis and Suspension Mechanics

The Alfa Romeo 156 is renowned for its sharp handling, achieved through a sophisticated double-wishbone front 

suspensionand a MacPherson strut-based rear setup (often referred to as the Camorra system). While this

provides exceptional steering feel and grip, it is a high-wear area.

Upper and Lower Wishbone Degeneracy

The upper wishbones are a common failure point. The rubber bushings tend to dry out or tear, leading to

characteristic "squeaking" over bumps. In a technical field guide context, diagnosis involves checking for lateral

movement in the upper ball joint. Replacing the entire arm is generally preferred over pressing in new bushings due

to the aluminum construction of the component.

The Handbrake Cable System

As noted in technical maintenance advice, the 156, along with the 147 and GT, frequently suffers from seized

handbrake cables. This is often caused by the outer sheath cracking, allowing water to enter and freeze or corrode

the internal cable. Replacement involves disconnecting the cables from the rear calipers and the central lever

assembly. It is recommended to apply a silicone-based lubricant to the replacement cable ends to mitigate future

moisture ingress.

Field Guide: Resetting the Service Light and Diagnostic Procedures

Modern maintenance involves more than just mechanical wrenching; it requires interfacing with the vehicle's

Electronic Control Units (ECUs). The 156 features a service interval indicator that must be reset following an oil

change.

Service Light Reset Procedure

1.  Turn the ignition to the ON position (do not start the engine).

2.  Use the INFO button located on the dashboard or the steering column stalks to navigate to the 'Service' 

menu.

3.  Press and hold the (+) and (-) buttons simultaneously for approximately 10 to 15 seconds.

4.  The display should reset the mileage counter to the next 12,000-mile (or 20,000 km) interval.



If the manual reset fails, a MultiECUScan or AlfaDiaginterface is required. These OBD-II tools allow technicians

to view real-time data from the Bosch Motronic or Magneti Marelli ECUs, facilitating the diagnosis of sensor failures

such as the Mass Air Flow (MAF) sensor or the Crankshaft Position Sensor (RPM sensor), both of which are

common points of failure on the 156.

Thermal Management and Cooling System Optimization

The 156 is sensitive to operating temperatures. A common failure mode is the thermostatsticking in the open

position. This prevents the engine from reaching its optimal operating temperature (usually 90°C), leading to

increased fuel consumption and accelerated engine wear due to prolonged "cold start" enrichment cycles.

Thermostat Removal and Replacement (JTS/TS)

Removing the thermostat on a 2.0 JTS or Twin Spark requires draining the cooling system and removing the

battery tray for better access. The unit is a complete housing rather than a simple internal valve. When installing a

new unit, ensure the mating surface on the cylinder head is perfectly clean to prevent coolant leaks. It is technically

advisable to use a new gasket and a small amount of high-temperature RTV sealant for a secure fit.

Comparative Analysis: Twin Spark vs. JTS Maintenance Costs

When evaluating the long-term ownership of an Alfa 156, prospective owners must consider the delta in

maintenance costs between the two primary petrol engines.



Feature Twin Spark (TS) Jet Thrust (JTS) Maintenance Impact

Spark Plugs 8 Plugs (High Cost) 4 Plugs (Standard) TS requires specialized 
dual-plug sets.

Fuel System Multi-point Injection Direct Injection JTS requires more 
frequent valve cleaning.

Oil Consumption High (1L per 1000km) Moderate to High Both require weekly level 
checks.

Timing Belt Critical (36k miles) Critical (36k miles) Identical risk profiles.

Common Failure Modes and Troubleshooting

Reliability of the Alfa Romeo 156 is often unfairly maligned, but specific issues do occur with regularity. A senior

technical writer must address these with precision.

Selespeed System Faults

The Selespeed automated manual gearbox is a hydraulic system bolted onto a standard manual transmission. 

Common issues include the accumulator losing pressure or the pumpfailing. Troubleshooting begins with

checking the Selespeed fluid level (using CS Speed fluid) and ensuring the battery is at full voltage, as the system

is highly sensitive to voltage drops. If the gearbox drops into neutral or skips gears, it usually indicates an actuator

calibration issue that requires diagnostic software to perform a "Production End of Line" (EOL) service.

Auxiliary Belt and Tensioner Noise

The Keilrippenriemen(auxiliary serpentine belt) drives the alternator, power steering pump, and air conditioning

compressor. If a chirping sound is heard, it is often the over-run pulley on the alternator or the idler pulleys.

Replacing the 6PK1082 belt (or relevant size for the V6) along with the automatic tensioner is essential to prevent

the auxiliary belt from snapping and being sucked into the timing belt housing—a failure mode that typically results

in bent valves.

Advanced Lubrication and Fluid Specifications

The choice of lubricants is paramount for Italian engines with tight tolerances. For the 2.0 JTS, many specialists 

recommend a 10W-60 synthetic oil (such as Selenia Racing or Fuchs Titan) to provide better protection at high 

temperatures and reduce oil consumption. The Twin Spark engines generally perform well on a high-quality 

10W-40 semi-synthetic, provided the oil is changed every 6,000 to 8,000 miles, regardless of the official 12,000-

mile interval.

Brake and Steering Fluid Maintenance

The 156 uses DOT 4 brake fluid. Due to the hygroscopic nature of brake fluid, it must be flushed every two years to 

prevent internal corrosion of the ABS modulator and the calipers. For the power steering, Tutela GI/Eor an

equivalent Dexron III ATF is standard, though some owners switch to green synthetic fluid in colder climates to

reduce steering rack strain.

Synthesizing the Maintenance Strategy



Maintaining an Alfa Romeo 156 is an exercise in proactive engineering management. By understanding the specific

weaknesses of the Twin Spark and JTS architectures—specifically the timing belt vulnerabilities and the intricacies

of the suspension geometry—owners can enjoy the vehicle's legendary driving dynamics without the risk of

catastrophic failure. The transition from a reactive to a preventative maintenance mindset is the hallmark of a

successful ownership experience. Whether it is the precision reset of the service light, the routine replacement of

handbrake cables, or the rigorous adherence to the 36,000-mile belt cycle, each action contributes to the

preservation of a modern classic.

Ultimately, the 156 represents a bridge between the analog Alfas of the past and the digital precision of the future.

While it requires more attention than a contemporary mass-market sedan, the rewards of a well-maintained 156

are found in its communicative steering, its rev-happy engines, and its timeless aesthetic. For the technician, it

offers a logical, albeit compact, layout that rewards correct procedure and high-quality components. As these

vehicles age, the role of detailed technical documentation and specialized service knowledge becomes even more

critical in keeping the "Cuore Sportivo" beating on the roads of today and tomorrow.
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