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THE 2004 FORD
FOCUS ZTS 2.3L: A
DEEP DIVE INTO A
COMPACT CLASSIC

In the early 2000s, the
compact  car  segment
was  a  fiercely
competitive  arena.
Japanese  mainstays
like  the  Honda  Civic
and  Toyota  Corolla
d o m i n a t e d  s a l e s
charts, while American
m a n u f a c t u r e r s
scrambled  to  reclaim
the i r  share  o f  the
market. Enter the Ford
Focus,  a  model  that
had  already  taken
Europe  by  storm with
its sharp handling and

distinctive  New  Edge
design.  By  2004,  the
Focus  had  solidified  its
p lace  in  the  North
American  market,  and
a m o n g  i t s  m o s t
intriguing  trims  was
the  ZTS,  particularly
when  equipped  with
the  optional  2.3-liter
Duratec  engine.  The
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L  represents  a
unique  intersection  of
practicality,  spirited
driving  dynamics,  and
a touch of unexpected
sophistication.  For
enthusiasts  and  daily
dr ivers  a l ike,  th is
sedan  offered  a
compelling  package
that still resonates with
owners  today.  This
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art ic le  prov ides  a
comprehensive look at
what  made  the  2004
Ford Focus ZTS 2.3L a
standout  in  its  era,
exploring  its  engine,
handl ing,  inter ior
a p p o i n t m e n t s ,
common issues, and its
enduring appeal in the
used car market.

The Heart
of the
Matter:
Understa
nding the
2.3L
Duratec

Engine
When  discussing  the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L,  the  engine  is
u n d e n i a b l y  t h e
cente rp iece .  The
standard  ZTS  tr im
came  with  a  2.0-liter
Duratec  engine,  but
the  optional  2.3-liter
was the one to get for
those  seeking  a  bit
more  response.  This
engine,  codenamed
the L3 or MZR (Mazda’s
version), was a 2.3-liter
i n l i n e - f o u r  t h a t
p r o d u c e d  1 4 5
horsepower  and  149
lb-ft  of  torque.  While
those  numbers  might
s e e m  m o d e s t  b y
today's standards, they
r e p r e s e n t e d  a
significant  step  up
from the base engine,
offering  a  broader,
flatter  torque  curve
that made the car far
more  enjoyable  to
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drive  in  real-world
conditions.
The 2.3L Duratec was a
modern  design  for  its
time, featuring a cast-
iron block for durability
and  an  a lum inum
cylinder  head  to  save
weight. It utilized dual
overhead  camshafts
and  four  valves  per
cylinder, allowing it  to
breathe  efficiently
throughout  the  rev
range.  Unlike  some
competitors  that  felt
strained  at  highway
speeds, the 2.3L in the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2 .3L  c ru i sed  w i th
relaxed  composure.
The  engine's  torque
peak arrived relatively
low  in  the  rev  range,
g i v i n g  t h e  c a r  a
pleasant,  punchy  feel
when  merging  onto
freeways or navigating
hi l ly  ter ra in .  Th is
engine was also shared
with the Mazda3, which
speaks volumes about

i ts  re l iab i l i ty  and
refinement.  For
o w n e r s ,  t h e  2 . 3 L
offered a sweet spot: it
was  powerful  enough
to  be  fun  but  not  so
p o w e r f u l  t h a t  i t
compromised  fuel
economy or  reliability.
Combined with either a
five-speed manual or a
four-speed  automatic
transmission, the 2004
Ford  Focus  ZTS  2.3L
w a s  a  v e r s a t i l e
performer  that  could
return  over  30  miles
pe r  ga l l on  on  the
highway  with  prudent
driving.

Chassis
and
Handling:
The
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Secret
Sauce of

the Focus
Whi l e  t he  eng ine
p r o v i d e d  t h e
motivation, the chassis
was the real star of the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2 . 3 L .  O n e  o f  t h e
defining  characteristics
of  the  first-generation
F o c u s  w a s  i t s
sophisticated  rear
suspension. Unlike the
torsion  beam  setups
f o u n d  i n  m o s t
competitors, the Focus
f e a t u r e d  a  f u l l y
independent  Control
Blade  multi-link  rear
suspens ion .  Th i s
design  was  a  direct
transplant  from  the
Ford Mondeo and gave
the  Focus  remarkably
composed handling for
a  compact  car.  The
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS

2.3L,  with  its  slightly
heavier  engine  over
the  front  axle,  sti l l
managed  to  maintain
excellent balance. The
s t e e r i n g  w a s
electrically  assisted,
which was ahead of its
time,  but  it  provided
decent feedback and a
tight  turning  radius
that made city driving
effortless.
On  twisty  backroads,
the  car  displayed  a
p l a y f u l ,  n e u t r a l
d e m e a n o r .  T h e
independent  rear
suspension  kept  the
rear  t ires  planted,
allowing  for  confident
cornering.  The  ZTS
t r i m  w a s  n o t  a
performance-oriented
SVT model, but it was
no  slouch.  It  struck  a
fine  balance  between
r i d e  c o m f o r t  a n d
handling prowess.  The
suspension  absorbed
potholes  and  rough
pavement  without
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becoming  unsettled,
y e t  i t  r e m a i n e d
composed  dur ing
spirited  driving.  This
duality  was  a  major
selling point. Owners of
the  2004  Ford  Focus
Z T S  2 . 3 L  o f t e n
remarked that the car
felt  more  expensive
than  i t s  p r i ce  tag
suggested, largely due
to  this  refined  chassis.
It was a car that invited
you  to  take  the  long
way  home,  thanks  to
its  communicative
steering  and  willing
powertrain.  Whether
navigating  congested
u r b a n  s t r e e t s  o r
carving through scenic
highways,  the  Focus
delivered  a  driving
experience  that  was
genuinely  engaging.

Interior

Comfort
and
Features:
The ZTS
Experienc
e
What differentiated the
ZTS trim from its more
basic siblings? The ZTS
designation,  which
s t o o d  f o r  " Z e t e c
S e d a n "  i n  s o m e
markets, was primarily
focused on delivering a
sport ier  and  more
upscale  appearance.
Stepping  inside  the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L,  buyers  were
greeted  with  a  cabin
that  felt  thoughtfully
designed.  Standard
features  for  the  ZTS
typical ly  included
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u p g r a d e d  c l o t h
u p h o l s t e r y  w i t h
contrasting stitching, a
l e a t h e r - w r a p p e d
steering  wheel  and
shift  knob,  and  a  six-
way  power-adjustable
driver's seat. The front
seats  offered  decent
bolstering,  keeping
occupants  comfortable
during longer journeys.
The  dashboard  layout
w a s  c l e a n  a n d
functional,  with  large,
easy-to-read  gauges
and  straightforward
climate  controls.
Space  utilization  was
another  strong  suit.
T h e  F o c u s  s e d a n
offered  class-leading
rear legroom, a feature
that  often  surprised
passengers.  The  2004
Ford  Focus  ZTS  2.3L
could comfortably seat
four adults, or five in a
pinch.  The  trunk  was
also  generously  sized,
with  a  wide  opening
that  made  loading

b u l k y  i t e m s
straightforward.  Rear
seats folded down in a
60/40  split,  adding
versatility.  The  sound
system, typically a six-
speaker unit with an in-
dash  CD  player,  was
adequate for the time.
Whi le  the  inter ior
materials  were  not
l u x u r i o u s — h a r d
p las t i cs  were  the
norm—the build quality
was  generally  solid,
and  the  design  was
durable.  Some owners
noted that the interior
held up well over time,
with  minimal  rattles
even after many years
of use. For a compact
s e d a n  f r o m  t h e
mid-2000s,  the  2004
Ford  Focus  ZTS  2.3L
provided a surprisingly
refined  and
c o m f o r t a b l e
environment  for  both
driver and passengers.
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Exterior
Styling:
The New
Edge
Design
Language
The  exterior  of  the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L was a product of
Ford's  "New  Edge"
design  philosophy,
which  emphasized
s h a r p  c r e a s e s ,
geometric shapes, and
a futuristic look. While
t h e  s t y l i n g  w a s
polarizing at launch, it
has aged with a certain
charm.  The  ZTS  trim
added  specific  visual
enhancements  to
distinguish  it  from
lower  tr ims.  These
i n c l u d e d  a  m o r e

a g g r e s s i v e  f r o n t
bumper with larger air
intakes,  body-colored
side  moldings  and
mirrors,  and  a  subtle
rear  spoiler  integrated
into the trunk lid. The
16-inch  alloy  wheels
were a hallmark of the
ZTS,  filling  the  wheel
w e l l s  n i c e l y  a n d
complementing  the
car's  athletic  stance.
The  sedan  body  style
was  practical,  but  the
design  elements  gave
it  a  sporty  flair  that
appealed  to  younger
b u y e r s  a n d
enthusiasts.  The rising
beltline  and  steeply
raked windshield gave
the  car  a  wedge-like
profile that hinted at its
European  roots.  The
taillights  were  housed
in  clear  lenses  with  a
distinctive  pattern,  a
detail that was unique
to the Focus. While not
as  overtly  aggressive
as the SVT model, the
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2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L presented itself as
a well-equipped, stylish
compact car that didn't
try too hard.  It  had a
presence  on  the  road
that  was distinct  from
the  more  anonymous-
looking Corolla or Civic
of  the  same  era.  For
those who appreciated
automotive design, the
Focus was a breath of
fresh air in a segment
o f ten  p l agued  by
blandness.

Common
Issues
and
Reliability
: What to

Watch
For
No car is perfect,  and
the  2004  Ford  Focus
ZTS 2.3L has its share
of  known  issues  that
prospective  buyers
should  be  aware  of.
The  2 .3L  Dura tec
e n g i n e  i t s e l f  i s
generally  considered
very  reliable,  but  it
d o e s  h a v e  s o m e
common failure points.
The  motor  mounts,
particularly  the  rear
mount,  are  known  to
wear  out  prematurely.
A  worn  motor  mount
can  cause  excessive
vibration  and  engine
movement,  leading  to
a  r o u g h  i d l e  a n d
c l u n k i n g  n o i s e s .
Replacing  these  with
aftermarket or updated
O E M  m o u n t s  i s  a
common  first  upgrade
for  owners.
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A n o t h e r  a r e a  o f
concern is  the cooling
system.  The  plastic
coolant  recovery  tank
can become brittle and
c r a c k  o v e r  t i m e ,
leading to coolant loss.
It is wise to inspect this
part regularly. The fuel
pump is also a known
weak point, with some
owners  repor t ing
failure  without  much
w a r n i n g .  T h e
transmission,  whether
manual  or  automatic,
is generally robust, but
the  automatic  can
develop  shift  flare  or
harsh  shifts  if  the  fluid
i s  n o t  c h a n g e d
regularly.  Electrical
g r e m l i n s  c a n
sometimes  appear,
such as faulty window
s w i t c h e s  o r
malfunctioning  door
l o c k  a c t u a t o r s .
However ,  many  of
these  issues  are  well-
documented and have
inexpensive  fixes.  The

2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L is supported by a
large online community
that  has  developed
solutions  for  nearly
every  problem.  As  a
used  car,  the  most
c r i t i c a l  f a c t o r  i s
maintenance history. A
w e l l - m a i n t a i n e d
example  can  provide
many  faithful  miles
w i th  on ly  rou t ine
upkeep  required.

Performa
nce
Modificati
ons and
the
Enthusias
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t
Communi

ty
For  those  who  own  a
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L  and  crave  a  bit
more  exc i tement ,
there  is  a  thr iv ing
a f t e r m a r k e t  a n d
enthusiast  community.
The  2 .3L  Dura tec
engine  responds  well
t o  s i m p l e
modifications.  A  cold
air  intake and a  free-
flowing exhaust system
can  f r ee  up  some
h o r s e p o w e r  a n d
i m p r o v e  t h r o t t l e
response. Many owners
have also upgraded the
suspension,  swapping
in SVT components or
aftermarket  coilovers
to  tighten  handling
further.  The  Control
Blade  rear  suspension
is  highly  tunable,  and

upgraded  sway  bars
can  make  a  significant
difference in cornering.
The Focus community,
particularly  on  forums
l i k e
FocusFanatics.com,  is
k n o w n  f o r  i t s
f r i e n d l i n e s s  a n d
willingness  to  share
knowledge.  Owners  of
the  2004  Ford  Focus
ZTS  2.3L  can  find
detailed  guides  for
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
performing  a  routine
timing  belt  change  to
s w a p p i n g  i n  a
Mazdaspeed 3 engine.
Because  the  Focus
s h a r e s  m a n y
components with other
F o r d  a n d  M a z d a
p r o d u c t s ,  p a r t s
availability is excellent.
This makes the ZTS an
accessible platform for
those  new to  working
on  cars.  Whether  the
goal is a reliable daily
d r i v e r  w i t h  a  f e w
personal  touches  or  a
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full-fledged  track  car,
the  2004  Ford  Focus
ZTS  2.3L  provides  a
solid  and  affordable
f o u n d a t i o n .  I t s
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  a
w i l l i n g  e n g i n e ,
excellent  chassis,  and
strong  community
support ensures that it
remains  a  popular
choice among budget-
minded enthusiasts.

Value
Propositio
n: Why
the 2004
Ford
Focus
ZTS 2.3L

Still
Matters
In  today's  used  car
market, the 2004 Ford
F o c u s  Z T S  2 . 3 L
represents  remarkable
value.  These cars  can
often be found for well
under  $5,000,  making
them  an  affordable
entry point for reliable
transportation or a first
car  for  a  new  driver.
T h e  2 . 3 L  e n g i n e
provides enough power
to  merge  confidently
on  highways,  and  the
i n t e r i o r  r e m a i n s
s p a c i o u s  a n d
comfortable.  Insurance
costs  are  low,  and
parts  are  inexpensive
and  widely  available.
For  those  seeking  a
simple,  front-wheel-
d r i v e  c a r  t h a t  i s
genuinely fun to drive,
t h e  Z T S  i s  a  h a r d
bargain to beat.
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It  is  also  a  car  that
stands  out  from  the
crowd. While the roads
are  filled  with  dull,
a p p l i a n c e - l i k e
crossovers,  a  well-
preserved  2004  Ford
Focus  ZTS  2.3L  turns
heads  in  a  subt le ,
k n o w i n g  w a y .  I t
appeals  to  those  who
r e m e m b e r  w h e n
compact  cars  had
c h a r a c t e r .  T h e
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  a
w i l l i n g  e n g i n e ,  a
sophisticated  chassis,
and  a  well-equipped
interior  makes  it  a
compelling  choice  for
anyone  wanting  an
engaging  daily  driver
without  breaking  the
bank .  Buy ing  one
today means inheriting
a  p i e c e  o f  F o r d ' s
history,  a  time  when
the  blue  oval  bui l t
global  cars  that  were
truly  special.  With
reasonable  care,  the
2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS

2.3L can still serve as a
reliable,  entertaining,
a n d  p r a c t i c a l
companion for years to
come.

CONCLUSION

The  2004  Ford  Focus
ZTS  2.3L  occupies  a
special  place  in  the
history  of  compact
Amer i can  ca rs .  I t
successfully  combined
the  practicality  and
affordability  expected
of the segment with a
l e v e l  o f  d r i v i n g
refinement  and  style
that  was  rare  at  the
time.  Its  durable  2.3-
liter  engine,  brilliant
c h a s s i s ,  a n d
thoughtfully  appointed
inter ior  created  a
v e h i c l e  t h a t  w a s
equally  at  home on a
daily  commute  or  a
weekend  road  trip.
While it has its known
quirks  and  common
issues, the widespread
community  support
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and  affordable  parts
make it a manageable
and  rewarding  car  to
own. For those seeking
an engaging, practical,
and  budget-friendly
compact  sedan,  the

2004  Ford  Focus  ZTS
2.3L remains a shining
example of  what  Ford
achieved at its peak. It
is a car that is still very
much  worth  seeking
out  today.


