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market suspension, tires sizes, etc. Our ZX
arrived with three of these optional shims in
place (a total of 8.7mm thick, for a 1"
increase in rear ride height); already modi-
fied (nicely) by a previous magazine.

The removable aluminum rear seat sub-
frame has been changed to fit a newly styled
seat, which has lost its passenger grab rails
in the name of style, now replaced by a seat
strap. A cowl to replace the passenger seat
is now standard as well.

The majority of chassis updates are
focused on increased rigidity, for better
stability and improved suspension perfor-
mance. For those seeking even greater sta-
bility, a threaded boss on the
upper left side of the frame is
provided for fitting an aftermar-
ket steering damper. Although rec-
ommended for machines of this
ilk, the ZX-9R, unlike its Yamaha
YZF-R1 rival, never exhibited the
need for the additional stabilizer.

Three-spoke 17" aluminum
wheels follow the industry stan-
dard in widths and ride on extra-
large diameter hollow axles. Even
the swingarm pivot has been hol-
lowed to conserve weight. Overall
the new ZX-9R is still on the
portly side for this class; at 470
lbs. wet, it’s 35.5 lbs. heavier than
the class-leading GSX-R1000.

Suspension, Brakes & Tires
Suspension-wise, perhaps this Kawasaki

is the last holdout in the liter class not to
use the trendy inverted forks. However
passé, the Ninja’s stout 46mm legs are fully
adjustable for spring preload, rebound and
compression damping. Low speed damp-
ing adjustment, both front and rear, now
uses  step-less graduation, for more precise
tuning changes, made in turns and not
clicks. Our testing indicated the springs and
damping were well matched once adjusted
for the local riding conditions. While we
ended up with the front damping rates
almost centered in their respective ranges,
front preload was almost at a maximum
with 20mm free sag. These settings worked
well for sport riding, but were a bit harsh for
freeway expansion joints.

In the rear, the shock has received a repo-
sitioned reservoir to accommodate the
braced swingarm design. Again, damping is
adjustable for rebound and compression
while a pair of threaded rings determine
spring preload. Our final settings were
almost centered in the available range.
(10mm free sag, compression: 2.75 turns
out, rebound: 3.2 turns out).

Kawasaki revised both front and rear
brake systems this year. At the front they
discontinued the use of 6-piston Tokico

calipers in favor of 4-piston Nissans, and
rotor diameters have been increased 10mm
to 320mm. For reference, Yamaha fits
298mm front disks to the R1 while Honda
took the opposite approach with their 929
and 954, opting for 330mm rotors. Espe-
cially important in any effective brake sys-
tem is the master cylinder-to-caliper piston
ratio, caliper stiffness and pad material.
Kawasaki has balanced the ZX-9R’s front
brake system well and their choice of a sin-
tered pad compound provides tremendous
initial bite, and its overall performance was
exceptional. In the rear, however, a single-
piston caliper mounted on a slightly flexy

carrier is paired with a 220mm rotor (10mm-
larger). We found the performance of the
rear brake marginal—far from overpow-
ering. The new pieces combined for a best
60 mph–zero distance of 117'; very good,
but not quite outstanding.

Bridgestone’s latest BT012 Battlax rub-
ber provides the ZX-9R’s traction. Fitted in
190/50ZR17 rear and 120/70ZR17 front
sizes, these tires were easily up to the task.
We did note a slight  rear tire squirm if the
tires were worked hard when cold, but once
warmed, both grip and steering were pre-
dictable, with the tread profiles comple-
menting the Ninja’s handling nicely.

Controls, Bodywork &
Safeguards

Both the tachometer and speedometer are
round analog types, and the speedometer
has a small digital window that displays trip
and odometer functions. The tachometer is
marked with a 12,000-rpm redline, and has
another small window which displays a
clock or water temperature readout, along
with a separate LED water temp warning
light. On the far right side of the dash are
the remaining indicators for turn signals,
high beam, neutral and oil pressure. All the
instrumentation was easy to read.

The Ninja’s control layout has always

been one of its best selling features. Although
the seat is relatively high at 32.25" (remem-
ber that the modified rear ride height is
responsible for perhaps 3⁄4"of that), the pegs
are at the same 15" height as the Gixxer (seat
height, 31.0") for more legroom, and its han-
dlebars are 31⁄4" higher than the seat (the
Suzuki’s are just 11⁄2" higher). Also, its short
fuel tank lessens the reach to the bars for the
rider and allows a more upright position
when taking the time to watch the scenery.
At freeway speeds, wind pressure reduces
the weight on the wrists, and fully tucked
for top speed testing the generously sized
windscreen and low 5-gallon tank provide

a cozy escape from the wind blast.

Gripes
Some common safety features

you’ll find on most bikes include
the familiar sidestand, clutch or
transmission lockouts that prevent
rider mistakes when starting out.
But, Kawasaki goes one further
and fits all three, which can lead
to problems. The free-spinning
Ninja gains rpm quickly when
moving from a stop. Combine its
modest torque below 2000 rpm
with a clutch that engages rapidly
and the end result might be a
stoplight stall. Normally in such
an embarrassment, one would
grab the clutch, hit the starter and

likely disappear in haste. However, with
the Ninja one must stick around, as starting
is only permitted in neutral and only with
the clutch fully out. At moments like this,
seconds pass like hours as eager drivers
accelerate in the mirrors. Thankfully, once
it’s properly launched, few vehicles will
remain in the ZX-9R’s mirrors for long.

Conclusion
Riding the ZX-9R is both exhilarating and

entertaining. Perhaps the Ninja’s strongest
suit is its comfortable riding position, allow-
ing the rider to move closely over the front
of the motorcycle. When cornering, this
gives ample feedback, providing a sense of
stability. Although the steering is quick and
light, it’s never nervous. Where its com-
petitors require a damper, the Ninja is sta-
ble and precise. On demand, almost instant
revs feed a seamlessly smooth power deliv-
ery, all made possible by the well balanced
engine and finely tuned Keihin carbure-
tors. The exhaust note echoes with a dis-
tinctive growl. The transmission needs only
a light touch and the ratios are well spaced.
Although there are a few bikes that can
beat the ZX-9R by fractions of a second in
a given lap or quarter-mile, it remains one
of the best rides in its class after hours in
the saddle.

K
AWASAKI VIRTUALLY CREATED the
open-class sportbike with the first 900
Ninja back in 1984. And staying true
to its origins, the latest model still car-
ries the evocative Ninja name and
trademark green paint. But perhaps

most significantly, it also remains a 899cc
machine that’s now forced to do battle with
bigger liter-class equipment.

Why this is so is a matter of conjecture.
Perhaps Kawasaki’s engineers figured their
legendary power-producing tricks would be
compensation enough. For a time they were.
When we last did a comprehensive side-by-
side test of the Open Class (MCN, May ’98),
the ZX-9R actually achieved the highest top
speed, besting the then-new 998cc Yamaha
R1 by 2 mph, (170 mph vs 168), and clob-
bering the 919cc CBR900RR by 12 mph.

But times change. The competition has
gotten stronger; Suzuki’s GSX-R1000 now
is the reigning powerhouse in the class, and
will be stronger yet with its revisions for
2003. And curiously, despite a major revamp
for 2002, not only has the ZX-9R failed to
keep up with the technological advances
expected in the class—inverted forks and
fuel injection for two examples—its engine
is actually slightly less powerful than before
and now manages only 167.7 mph. No
changes other than paint and graphics are
scheduled for 2003, so expect this situation
to continue next year. However, the futur-
istic, new-for-’03 Z1000 naked bike, based
on the ZX-9R, has had its displacement
boosted to 953cc via a 2.2mm overbore. We
can at least hope the ZX-9R gets these pis-
tons for 2004.

What’s New
With a focus on increasing low rpm dri-

vability the engineers added 10% more mass

to the crankshaft by adding material to the
webs. To offset the increased mass on the
engine’s centerline and decrease the over-
all engine width, the ignition flywheel size
has been reduced, and the ignition’s cover
is now aluminum instead of magnesium,
so that it can more easily be reinforced for
racing applications. One-piece cast alloy
cylinders with electroplated chrome-com-
posite liners serve both to minimize weight
and reduce engine operating temperature
with better heat transfer. A revised DOHC
four-valve cylinder head has bumped the
ZX-9R’s compression ratio to 12.2:1. New
Keihin 40mm CV downdraft carbs with
semi-flat slides retain the K-TRIC system
(Kawasaki Throttle Responsive Ignition
Control). This system uses a dedicated 16-
bit  processor to link throttle position with
rpm to optimize ignition timing for superb
engine responsiveness. Our testing gas
mileage figures reveal impressive fuel con-
sumption numbers, with a high of 44.1
mpg and an overall average of 41.8 mpg.
Although the test conditions and parame-
ters were admittedly different than when
we last tested the ZX-9R, the new machine
bested the older model’s average by almost
3 mpg.

Upstream of the carbs, large twin ram-
air intake tracts have greater volume and
have been repositioned just below the
Ninja’s headlights.

Downstream of the engine, the exhaust
system uses a divider aft of the four col-
lector pipes, which serves to acoustically
lengthen the header pipes for more midrange
power. To finish off the exhaust, 49-state
units wear a full titanium muffler equipped
with a catalytic convertor, while CA-model
canisters are stainless and have a second cat
inside. In both cases, the canister has been

repositioned upward this year for increased
ground clearance.

To improve engine cooling, an automatic
fan has been mounted behind the left side of
the radiator, offset due to space constraints.
Engine oil cooling efficiency has also been
increased with water-jacketing, supplied by
separate rubber hoses piped directly from
the radiator.

The drive train has also received updates.
The internal transmission ratios are
unchanged, however, the third gear and
fourth gear dogs have been undercut to
improve gear engagement. Although the
non-slipper type clutch is also unchanged,
we found it uncharacteristically difficult
to modulate in our quarter-mile testing. It
chose to either slip or lock when we
attempted to feather its engagement, but we
nonetheless posted a very respectable 10.33
@ 134 mph for the 1⁄4-mile. Lastly, to reduce
rotating mass, Kawasaki has fitted a lighter
drive chain, electing to use a narrower 525
chain in place of the previous 530.

Dyno testing revealed that peak horse-
power arrived at 10,000, a full 1000 rpm ear-
lier, but its peak of 121.2 hp was a noticeable
3.3 hp down from our 1998 unit, and a full
10 hp weaker at 11,000 rpm. On the up side,
the new machine produced a slight increase
in peak torque—66.4 lb. ft.—up some 2.9 ft.
lb. A glance at these figures would indicate
a more manageable power delivery at street
speeds, which was exactly the case. Once
spinning above 2000 rpm, the engine was
glass smooth with ample power always on
tap—predictable and exciting.

Chassis
A newly designed perimeter frame elim-

inates the upper engine mounting down-
tubes via the simple addition of lugs welded
just in front of and above the engine’s cylin-
ders. By bringing the upper engine mount
closer to the frame’s steering head, these
changes serve to better tie the engine and
frame together, increasing rigidity.

The frame’s wheelbase and steering head
rake angle (24°) are unchanged. But by using
a different fork offset, Kawasaki increased
trail from 3.7" to 3.9". Although the extruded
aluminum swingarm is the same length, it
has received internal hexagonal webbing
and new external bracing for an additional
20% increase in stiffness. Also changed are
the swingarm’s mounting points for the
UNI-TRAK linkage arms, aimed at making
the suspension rate more linear through the
range of suspension travel.

Rear ride height adjustment is now pos-
sible via a threaded clevis that connects the
top shock mount to the frame. Between the
frame and clevis are removable shims that
can be changed to set the actual ride height
to fine tune handling or to accomodate after-
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Model Evaluation

My first impression was that the Ninja worked well for the tight-
road, aggressive riding I most prefer. Where normally I spend the
first part of my day coming to grips with the handling charac-
teristics of a new machine, on this Kawasaki I immediately felt
comfortable. I attribute this to the geometry and balance KMC
engineers have achieved. 

Yes, in this class there remain more powerful choices but we
must not get carried away with hp escalation. After all, how much
do we really need, or more importantly, can we actually use? I’m the
first one for all-out performance, but anyone who tells me they
bought another machine because of its power advantage has bet-
ter have an AMA professional license. This motorcycle did every-
thing I asked of it extremely well and with ease. In this world of
extremes, what more could I ask? Obviously, I like this one. 

—Danny Coe

It’s evident that Kawasaki’s engineers actually considered that
someone might ride the 9R further than up the canyon and back
on Sunday mornings. The somewhat relaxed, semi-aggressive rid-

ing position didn’t place too much weight on my wrists or stress
in my neck, and there is plenty of room between the seat and
pegs. Because of my height, I did pick up a little buffeting as air
spilled off the windscreen. If only the windscreen were an inch or
so taller.

While our dyno runs indicate that the ’02 is down a bit on hp
from our 1998 test bike, the power delivery is very smooth and
friendly, which makes the 9R easy to ride. Real-world performance
between the two is nearly identical.

One thing that impressed me is how rock-steady the bike feels
under all conditions and yet how responsive it is to steering inputs;
think about it and you’re headed that way. I liked the Nissan 4-pot
calipers up front—good feel and plenty of power. The Tokico rear
brake worked okay…as long as I was able to keep the rear wheel
on the ground!

Low speed running while cold is a little ragged, but worst of all
is the inability to restart the engine while in gear. Come on guys,
you know better than that. Otherwise, what a hoot!

—Walt Fulton

TESTERS’ LOG

ENGINE

Type: ............liquid-cooled, inline four
Valvetrain: ....DOHC, 4 valves per cyl.,

adjusting shims under buckets
Size: ..........................................899cc
Bore/stroke: ..........75.0mm x 50.9mm
Comp. ratio: ............................12.2:1
Carburetion: ..Keihin CVKD 40mm x 4

with K-TRIC
Exhaust:....................................4–2–1

DRIVE TRAIN

Transmission: ......................6-speed
Final drive: ........No. 525 O-ring chain
RPM @ 65 mph/redline ..4440/12,000

DIMENSIONS

Wheelbase: ................................55.7"
Rake/trail ............................24.0°/3.9"
Ground clearance: ........................6.5"
Seat height :..............................32.25"
GVWR: ..................................860 lbs.
Wet weight: ......................470.0 lbs.
Carrying capacity: ..................390 lbs.

SUSPENSION

Front: ..............46mm cartridge forks,
fully-adjustable

4.7" travel
Rear: ..................Uni-Trak swingarm,

stepless damping adjustment
5.3" travel

Front: ....................dual 320mm discs,
four-piston calipers

Rear: ............................ 220mm disc,
single-piston caliper

TIRES & WHEELS

Front: ..........120/70ZR17 Bridgestone 
Battlax BT012F on 3.50" x 17" wheel

Rear: ..........190/50ZR17 Bridgestone 
Battlax BT012R on 6.00" x 17" wheel

ELECTRICS

Battery: ................................12V, 8AH
Ignition: ............TCBI digital advance

w/throttle position sensor
Headlight: ........................60/55W x 2

FUEL

Tank capacity: ........................5.0 gal. 
High/low/avg. mpg: ....44.2/39.8/41.8

MISCELLANEOUS

Instruments: ..................speedo, tach, 
odometer, tripmeter, 
clock, coolant temp.

Indicators: ........ hi-beam, t/s, neutral,
oil pressure

MSRP: ................................$9,499??
Valve adj. interval:..............12,000 mi.
Warranty: ......12 mo., unlimited miles
Colors: ......Lime Green/Black Pearl or

Candy Gold Spark/Black Pearl

PERFORMANCE

Measured top speed ......167.7 mph
0–1/4 mile ..................10.33 sec.

@ 134.93 mph
0–60 mph ....................3.04 sec.
0–100 mph ..................5.98 sec.
60–0 mph ........................117.1'
Power to Weight Ratio ........1:3.88
Speed @ 65 mph indicated ....61.0

Low end �����

Mid-range �����

Top end �����

At low rpm, the lack of fly-
wheel weight demands
adept clutch and throttle
control. Mid-range perfor-
mance is exceptional;
smooth, responsive and
powerful. The top end is
strong, but not by com-
parison to class rivals.
The ram air sounds great.

TEST NOTES
PICKS

� Carbs tuned so well that you ask, who needs fuel injection?
� Superb transmission adds significantly to riding pleasure
� Ergonomics appropriate for the road, not just the track

PANS
�� Too many safety features for your safety
�� Break-away turn signals too eager to break-away
�� The inside of the fairing is cluttered
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M/C RATING SYSTEM
EXCELLENT
VERY GOOD
GOOD
FAIR
POOR �����

––––––Open Sportbike ––––––
Engine �����

Transmission �����

Suspension �����

Brakes �����

Handling �����

Styling �����

Riding Impression �����

Instruments/Controls �����

Attention to Detail �����

Value �����

OVERALL RATING �����

2002 Kawasaki ZX-9R
SPECIFICATIONS AND PERFORMANCE DATA

STANDARD MAINTENANCE
Item Time Parts Labor
Oil & Filter ................0.5 ..........$24.90 ..........$30.00
Air Filter ....................0.5 ..........$26.59 ..........$30.00
Valve Adjust..............1.5 ..........$80.24 ..........$90.00
Battery Access ..........0.3 ............MF ..............$18.00
Final Drive ................0.3 ................................$18.00
R/R Rear Whl. ..........0.3 ................................$18.00
Change Plugs............0.8 ..........$27.80 ..........$48.00
Synch Carbs ............0.8 ................................$48.00
Totals 5.0 $159.53 $300.00

Note: MCN Labor rate changed to $60/hr. from $54/hr. in May 2002

Left: Despite improvements to its
aerodynamics and ram-air system
our ’02 ZX-9R was actually slower
than our last test model, 167.7 mph
vs. 170 back in ’98. We laid the
blame on a mysterious hp drop.

Right: Instrumentation is adequate
but the design is starting to show its

age. But, the ZX-9R’s pilot is still
the most comfortable in the Open

Class, as cockpits have become
more cramped over the years. 

Left: Where the older ZX-9R used to wear six-
piston Tokico calipers, the new one uses
lighter four-piston Nissans—some of the very
best available. We were very impressed with
the power and feel of the front stoppers,
although the rear unit was not so impressive.

Left: We had no complaints over
the ZX-9R’s suspension, which
felt properly balanced for good
handling. Note the upper shock
mount; where the clevis is con-
nected to the chassis, Kawasaki
has made provision for shims
(see arrow) to be easily inserted
or removed to adjust the ride
height for fine tuning of turning
characteristics. A set of five
shims is priced at $169.32 (part
#92026-1586).

Below: The swingarm is now braced for 20%
greater stiffness, and the 49-state exhaust
system now uses stainless steel headers with
a titanium exhaust canister tuned for improved
mid-range. Besides saving weight, it’s also
repositioned for greater ground clearance.➡➡


	2002 Kawasaki ZX-9R Review 1.pdf
	2002 Kawasaki ZX-9R Review 2.pdf

