
M
any New Zealanders 
in their early 20s 
go through certain 
rites of passage 

which may or may not include: living 
in a flat with far too many other 
people, spending weekends drinking 
and behaving inappropriately, 
and an OE to the UK. It’s all part 
of coming of age in Aotearoa. 

Of course not all young Kiwis 
follow that path; some know exactly 
what they want – spurning such 
stereotypical behaviour and working 
with a very clear career focus. 

Kamahl Santamaria, a news 
anchor for Al Jazeera and host of 
his own financial show Counting 
the Cost, was definitely one of the 
latter, and I know this for sure 
because he’s my baby brother.

The Ones That Got Away
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 What does a typical day at  
Al Jazeera look like for you?
The beauty of the job is that there is no 
typical day. I could go in one day and 
read four 30-minute news bulletins 
which all pretty much look and sound 
the same – no “moving news”, not 
many interviews or correspondents 
to talk to. Then the next day a bomb 
goes off in Lebanon, riots break out 
in Egypt or Nelson Mandela dies and 
suddenly everything goes out the 
window!  Perversely, those are the 
days I love. There is no script, there 
is no structure and yet you have to 
perform with more clarity than ever.

 
What are the most and least 
enjoyable parts of what you do?
The best part of the job is being a 
witness to history and having the 
responsibility of bringing it to people. 
I’ve seen things unfold on-air that I 
never thought I would: a revolution 
in Egypt, school shootings in the 
US, plane crashes, you name it. And 
being “there” as it happens is such a 
privilege. But there’s a responsibility. 
My wife always said Aaron Brown’s 
anchoring for CNN on 9/11 was such 
a comfort; he guided you through an 
awful situation... and that’s what I’m 
conscious of when these big events 
are unfolding. You’re helping shape 
the viewers’ thoughts on this, so you 
have to do it responsibly and properly.

The worst bit is the suffering, 
especially on our channel because 
we cover a lot more serious news 
than others. In a way, I’ve become 
conditioned to seeing humans in 
awful situations, but everything 
changed once my daughter was born. 

Every time I see a distressed child 
on our broadcasts, I think of Grace 
and how lucky she is because she’ll 
probably never experience anything 
like that. It was particularly tough 
when I went to the Philippines in 
the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan 
[reporting for his business show, 
Counting the Cost]. Seeing it in person 
was a lot tougher than on a TV screen.

 
Do you still feel connected to New 
Zealand after so long away?
Yes and no. I have a property there 
and my family all still live there, but  
I don’t get back home very often.  
I still very much feel like a Kiwi, but 

KAMAHL 
SANTAMARIA
DOHA, QATAR

Alexia Santamaria catches up with her younger 
brother, Kamahl, news anchor and host of 
his own financial show at Al Jazeera. 

I just don’t think they understood this 
was a legitimate news organisation 
making a really important expansion 
into English-language news. That 
said, it’s been great that people now 
do understand what we do and 
appreciate our place in the media 
landscape. International news without 
Al Jazeera would be unimaginable 
now. That’s a very good thing.
 
Doha is very different from where 
we grew up in suburban Auckland. 
How have you found living there? 
It’s great because it doesn’t rain 
– although after eight years in 
the desert I am now hopeless in 
countries where it does. I love the 
lifestyle; there’s opportunity for 
travel, and plenty of leisure options. 

Also, living tax- and rent-free 
means a bit of extra money and 
a nice standard of living.

 There are plenty of challenges 
though. This part of the world 
is still very much developing. 
And it’s moving so fast that it 
can sometimes struggle to keep 
up, particularly socially. 

There’s a bit of a disconnect, 
too, between the local and expat 
populations, but the government has 
acknowledged this and is trying to 
bring the community together. This 
is increasingly important because 
expats will always be a part of Gulf 
life. There just isn’t a local population 
to support this kind of growth.

 Kamahl has worked for Al Jazeera’s 
English-language channel since 
its inception in 2006 and has seen 
it develop from a concept mainly 
associated with video messages from 
Osama Bin Laden to one of the most 
well-respected, thorough and in-
depth news sources in the world. 

When he left New Zealand and 
3 News in December 2001 for 
Melbourne we (and he) expected he 
might go for a couple of years and 
come back. Twelve years later, we’re 
thinking that’s probably not the case.

Plucky as he has always been, he 
landed a role working for Sky News 
Australia just after leaving these 
shores. At just 22, he was sole charge 
of their Melbourne business coverage. 
It was a baptism by fire as he had to 
be reporter, presenter, cameraman 
and editor – often simultaneously. 

 While we were still laughing at 
how only Kamahl could land a role 
like that so quickly – and thrive in 
it – he already had bigger plans. 
Once he’d learned everything he 
could there, he was London-bound. 
He and his then partner (now 
wife) Carrie, arrived in London in 
November 2004 and his timing was 
impeccable – some might say jammy 
– as the new English-language Al 
Jazeera channel was recruiting, 
funded by the Emir of Qatar. 

He took a punt, signed on and 
moved to the capital, Doha, where 
he’s been ever since. The couple 
now have a five-year-old daughter, 
my gorgeous niece, Grace.

My family and I are still amused 
when we look back at Kamahl’s 
bold statement as a young man in 
his early 20s: “You know I’ll crack 
the BBC or CNN one day.” We 
dismissed it as big talk, but what do 
you know – he’s a top international 
newsreader, just like he said he’d be.

Al Jazeera was intially regarded 
with suspicion. Was that a problem?
We knew from the outset that we 
were creating a pretty incredible 
product – great journalists, under-
reported parts of the world, strong 
resources – but many people just 
thought of us a new arm of some sort 
of “Terrorist TV”. I remember former 
colleagues saying, “Wow, that’s a 
really ballsy move you’re making.” 

“IT’S GREAT 
BECAUSE IT 
DOESN’T RAIN 
– ALTHOUGH 
AFTER EIGHT 
YEARS IN THE 
DESERT I AM 
NOW HOPELESS 
IN COUNTRIES 
WHERE IT 
DOES.”  



so resilient and positive. They were 
determined to find a way out – sitting 
down and saying “Why me?” just 
wasn’t an option. It left me feeling 
quite humble, especially as I was the 
one hopping on a helicopter out of 
there not long after our conversation.

 
What is the toughest story 
you’ve ever done?
Aside from Typhoon Haiyan, the 
toughest thing I’ve had to handle on-
air was the fire at the Doha Villaggio 
mall. It made international headlines 
– including New Zealand, of course, 
because of the Weekes triplets – but 
to us in Doha, it was particularly close 
to home. We all went to Villaggio 
regularly, I even used to take my 
daughter to play at the Gympanzee 
childcare place. So when I was live 
on-air and got the news that over a 
dozen children had died in the fire, 
I found it pretty tough. Holding 
back tears was difficult that day.

 
Do you keep up with the 
news from home?
Yes, every day. It’s nice to stay 
connected. Physically, Auckland feels 
very different every time I go back, 
but I don’t think the spirit of the 
country has changed any. And I like 
that – that “New Zealandness” is so 
important and unique. +
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the physical connection isn’t there 
so much after 12 years. It’s funny 
though – the longer I’ve been away, 
the more I’ve embraced where I 
come from. I’ve probably become 
a bit of a cliché, but I wear a lot of 
New Zealand clothing and I do so 
unashamedly. I love having the silver 
fern on me; I feel a strong ownership 
of it. And when I’m overseas and 
I see the flag, I just love it. I went 
to Valencia and San Francisco for 
the America’s Cups, and I swear 
my heart almost burst with Kiwi 
pride. It was amazing. Actually the 
way New Zealand reacted to the 
America’s Cup loss last year had 
me really quite emotional, too.

 
Is there anything you miss 
about New Zealand?
Definitely the relaxed atmosphere 
and people. The way that nothing’s 
ever a bother and everyone just 
mucks in and gets on with it.  
I miss that because it makes life 
easy and enjoyable – much less 
stressful. Oh and I miss Burger Fuel. 
Good lord, I miss Burger Fuel.

 
You’re far from the only 
Kiwi at Al Jazeera. How do 
others find it there?
We’re known as the “Kiwi Mafia” 
at Al Jazeera because there’s just 

so many of us! But it’s with good 
reason. The Kiwi work ethic is 
legendary; we just get on with it. 
In fact, some journalists struggled 
initially to edit stories with our Kiwi 
tape editors, because they were so 
quick and no-nonsense. It’s nice to 
have the Kiwi connection here – 
comforting and reassuring – but we 
all tend to be “international Kiwis” 
who’ve been away for a while. The 
ones who arrive “fresh off the boat” 
sometimes have a little more trouble 
getting used to the place, I think.

 
Tell us about some of the interesting 
people who you’ve interviewed.
I’ve interviewed a few prominent 
people, I guess – like the Portuguese 
Prime Minister and the President 
of Iceland. I often interview people 
who have seen their countries in 
economic trouble, because of the 
business nature of my show. 

Then there’s well-known folk 
like Tony Blair, David Cameron, 
[Formula One racing driver] Lewis 
Hamilton, Imran Khan, Benazir 
Bhutto [ just a few weeks before she 
was killed] and Richard Branson.

 It’s actually the everyday people 
who inspire you though. Especially 
recently on my trip to the Philippines. 
Those people had just had their 
lives torn apart and yet they were 

Santamaria in the Philippines, 
after Typhoon Haiyan. “Seeing 
it in person was a lot tougher 
than on a TV screen.”


