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Birmingham Bookaid: Helping Students in Iraq 
Sharon Liu and Harnaik Bajwa Books for Iraq campaign   
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This article includes an interview with Besma Hassan 
5th Year Medical Student  
 

W hen Besma came back from Iraq in 2003 Christ-
mas, she had spent lots of time with her uncle, 

who was a doctor in Baghdad University hospital.  She 
had not been in Iraq since she was a baby so she had 
been very excited about her visit.  On her way back to 
England she also brought something important with her 
- the idea of setting up a charity to send books to Iraq.  
Her uncle had told her of the book shortages for univer-
sity students there and she was determined to do some-
thing about it. 
 
Besma came to Medsin with the idea. Harnaik Bajwa, a 
super-organised second year, was at that time already 
involved single-handedly with the charity BookAid Inter-
national – coordinating the local Medsin-Birmingham 
project called ‘Birmingham-Bookaid’, which involved col-
lecting unwanted medical textbooks from local clinicians 
and lecturers and sending the books to the 
London-based charity BookAid Interna-
tional.  Besma approached Harnaik and 
he was more than happy to help out – 
and send all newly collected books spe-
cifically to an Iraqi medical school. 
 
The Campaign – ‘Books For Iraq’ was 
then born.  The campaign is primarily 
concerned with collecting unwanted 
medical textbooks for Iraq, and raising 
some funds to help out with administra-
tion costs of the campaign, and to assist 
with transport of books for shipping.  The 
Campaign however, is not just centred 
around collecting textbooks and sending them abroad. 
 
 A wider more important issue underlies the need for 
these books.  Developing and under-developed coun-
tries are in desperate need for learning resources.  The 
hope young people have in these countries when they 
have access to education is increased dramatically – and 
hope a lot of the time is all that people have to hold on 
to.  The amount of doctors and other healthcare profes-
sionals is dwindling in a lot of under-developed coun-
tries and this creates a massive burden on the health-
care systems of these countries and on the healthcare 
professionals themselves. 
 
The Birmingham-Bookaid project aims not only to send 
books to developing countries in need of medical text-
books, but to raise awareness on the issues surrounding 
the need for these books. Medsin-UK is a student-led 
organisation with the overall aim of raising awareness 
on global issues through local action projects.  The Bir-
mingham- Bookaid project strives to do this by raising 
awareness locally on the need for books internationally 
– as well as helping international medical students 

through our effort to collect and send medical text-
books to them.  
 
Setting up contacts with Iraqi universities turned 
out to be rather straightforward, because a group 
of Iraqi academics were already coming to Birming-
ham University to receive training.  The Dean of 
Kufa Medical School was keen to form links and 
help Iraq integrate with the world.  Iraq's three 
wars in two decades meant that sanctions had been 
imposed which had just been lifted, and Professors 
at the university had only three internet points in-
stalled so they could search for papers on websites.  
During the war most medical students just learned 
from photocopied textbooks.  After the war there 
was lots of looting and university libraries were not 
spared.  When there was violence on the streets, 
students and teachers took it in turns to guard the 
university library in shifts. 
 

Hearing more about the difficult situa-
tion in Iraq, Harnaik and Besma were 

even more determined to help.  
They talked to the Dean of Kufa 
medical school and decided that was 
where they were going to send any 
medical textbooks that they re-
ceived.  They also set up contact 
with an interested doctor in Leeds 
who could help them to ship the 
books to Iraq, despite the fact that 
currently there are some security 
issues with shipping.  

 
They talked to their tutors who were 

GPs and asked if they had any spare 
books they could donate to Birmingham-Bookaid.  
They spoke to students who had just finished 
Global Health modules.  They phoned up and pes-
tered lecturers, bookshops and publishing compa-
nies.  They put up notices around the medical 
school alerting people to their cause.  Wherever 
Besma and Harnaik went for their studies, they al-
ways had ‘Books For Iraq’ at the back of their 
minds.  Little by little, they managed to collect a 
modest pile of books. 
 
However, Birmingham-Bookaid’s most significant 
achievement to date was selling new textbooks to 
the first year medical students.  Harnaik and 
Besma continued the Medsin-Birmingham tradition 
of selling discounted textbooks to first year medical 
students and sending the money to charity.  Last 
year this was a massive success with over £1000 
being used to buy textbooks for Sri Lankan medical 
schools.  This year it was decided to use the money 
for the Birmingham-Bookaid ‘Books For Iraq’ cam-
paign.  Again over £1000 was raised this year.   


