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Should Canadian medical 
schools have trainees funded 
by Saudi Arabia?

A recent CMAJ editorial about the vulner­
ability of Canadian health care exposed by 
the withdrawal of trainees from Saudi Ara­
bia prompted this letter.1 People exposed 
to these trainees speak often of the their 
positive qualities. However, the “bigger 
picture” should be noted, especially amid 
the tweets of Canada’s Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Chrystia Freeland. 

Saudi Arabia is effectively a hereditary 
dictatorship that has deliberately targeted 
civilians, hospitals and schools,2,3 used 
banned munitions2,3 and conscripted chil­
dren as young as eight years of age as child 
soldiers in Yemen,4 leading United Nations 
experts to describe the Saudi-led coali­
tion’s actions as possible war crimes. The 
Saudi-led coalition has killed over 10 000 
Yemenis directly from attacks and has also 
precipitated the death of over 150 000 
Yemenis from starvation, at least 50 000 of 
whom were children.5,6 Because of the 
Saudi Arabian regime’s actions,  Yemen is 
experiencing “a humanitarian catastro­
phe”7 and is suffering from “the world’s 
worst humanitarian crisis.”8

Human Rights Watch noted, “Saudi 
authorities in 2018 continued to arbitrarily 
arrest, try, and convict peaceful dissidents. 
Dozens of human rights defenders and activ­
ists are serving long prison sentences for crit­
icizing authorities or advocating political or 
rights reforms. Authorities systematically 

discriminate against women and religious 
minorities. In 2017, Saudi Arabia carried out 
146  executions, 59 for non-violent drug 
crimes. A Saudi-led coalition continued an 
airstrike campaign against Houthi forces in 
Yemen that included the use of banned clus­
ter munitions and apparently unlawful 
strikes that killed civilians.”9 It is no wonder 
that Ms. Freeland spoke of the human rights 
abuses of the Saudi regime.

One might wonder why Canadian univer­
sities accept trainees from such a repressive 
regime at all. Between the 1960s and 1980s, 
an academic boycott of South Africa (sup­
ported by the United Nations) was a critical 
component of a series of boycotts that ulti­
mately led to the fall of the racist regime. 
Perhaps refocusing on the bigger picture will 
lead to the superior outcome — universities 
finding alternative sources of funding to the 
genocidal dictatorships that happen to give 
programs enough hush money to look away.
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