
Modernising Medical Careers and the
Medical Training Application Service

As we go to press, the Department of Health (DH)
has announced an urgent review of the process. We,
among others, have for sometime urged the DH to
test the new system in pilot studies or introduce the
changes more slowly. 

In an editorial published in June 20061 which
reflected the College view at that time, we wrote, 
‘All these changes are due for implementation in
August 2007.... These changes need a much longer
transitional phase for effective implementation –
they are far too complex to introduce in one phase’.

We hope that the urgent review will retrieve some
common sense from the current chaos and reassure
‘the new generation of young doctors whom we need
to foster, encourage and support if they are to be the
competent, positive, happy workforce that we need
for the future to ensure high standards of patient
care’.
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Where are you from?

It was one of those rare, blue-skied autumn days
with a clear fresh north wind. The constructive and
lively International Adviser’s meeting had paused
for lunch upstairs in the Osler Room. The staircase
was bathed by a golden glow reflected from the
brilliant sunshine in the College garden: a happy
optimistic day. I joined a delegate walking up on his
own. ‘Where are you from?’ I asked. ‘Baghdad,’ he
replied and the dark heavy clouds descended as his
story unfolded over lunch. 

Under Saddam Hussein’s regime, medicine was
largely separated from politics. Indeed, medical care
had improved. The medical undergraduate
programme was effective and attracted high quality
students. The acute medical care was well managed
and the organisation and delivery of medical
subspecialties well developed.

After the 2003 invasion of Baghdad the hopes for
continued improvement were dashed and sadly
lawlessness took over. Doctors and consultants in
particular were prone to kidnap for ransom because
their pattern of work and whereabouts could be

readily identified. Even if the ransom was paid, the

victim, far from being released, was often shot to

eradicate any evidence which might identify their

captors. 

Iraq had been invaded to restore democracy and

justice. Despite ‘secure transport’ it became

impossible for consultants to visit hospitals and

they were limited to providing medical advice by

mobile phone. My dining companion’s hospital was

sited in a secure compound which was largely run

by the junior doctors. Doctors could rarely leave

this compound. Soon it was only possible to

provide basic care. Many doctors were forced to flee

the country although there were few alternative

employment prospects. Others, like my companion,

moved to the relative safety of the north of Iraq. 

What became of his family? One son was still

pursuing his medical undergraduate training, but

was confined to the same secure compound along

with his sister who worked in the pharmacy

department. His other two sons had moved to

London to pursue their postgraduate medical

education. The elder had married a UK resident and

thus was able to continue his medical training. The

other had passed the Professional and Linguistic

Assessments Board test and MRCP Part 1, both with

high marks. Along with other international medical

graduates, he had made numerous unsuccessful

applications for training posts and had become

depressed by repeated rejection.

Indeed in April 2006 the DH announced the

sudden abolition of permit-free training and

introduced a new system for all international

medical graduates. From this time onwards, UK

employers had to show that there was no suitable

UK or European Union applicant before an

international medical graduate could be considered

for an appointment. I was only able to provide a few

crumbs of comfort for our colleague. The College

had lobbied hard for the introduction of an

international sponsorship scheme in order to help

such individuals. He was able to obtain the most

recent information from the International Office

together with the relevant application forms for 

his son. 

It will be a long time before the sunny optimism

of that morning is reflected in medicine and

medical care in Baghdad and perhaps even longer

before Britain can again hold its head high on the
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