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Following an initial idea in 2011 by founder Sarah 
Champa Al Dafa and friends Hind Abdulrahman 
Al Khulaifi and Mohana Rajakumar, the vision for 
Maktaba was born. However, it took four years of 
extensive planning, research and stamina to finally 
open the doors of the bright and engaging library 
to the community in November 2015.

'The story behind Maktaba Children’s Library is 
simple,' said Sarah, 'we were a group of young 
mothers who had a collective love of reading and 
we wanted to share that love with our children. 
We found that despite a range of bookstores 
in Qatar we were struggling to find quality, age-
appropriate books and reading related activities, 
we also found that traditional community based 
libraries were limited. We knew we weren’t the 
only ones and wanted to not only share our love 
of reading with the community but to actively 
engage young readers to learn and explore the 
world through books. We started by arranging 
small story time sessions at local festivals and 
cultural organisations and were overwhelmed by 
the response we received. From there the vision to 
set up Maktaba was born.' 

Located in a two-story villa, in Doha’s West Bay 
(Al Dafna), close to the Belgian Embassy, Maktaba 
Children’s Library injects a playful, colourful 
spirit into the busy neighbourhood. From small 
beginnings and listening to the needs of members, 
the library has grown from a small number of 
English and Arabic books to a stock of several 
thousand books in English, Arabic, French, Italian, 

German and Spanish. Books are arranged in 
collections according to the age of the child with 
around 25% of the books designed for under-fives, 
50% were selected for the 5 to 10 year age group 
and the remaining books are for the over 10’s. 

Reading for life 
What sets Maktaba apart from other libraries is 
the belief that books and storytelling should be 
an immersive, fun and learning experience for 
children. Most afternoons the library arranges 
story-time sessions for young children in the soft 
play area where professional story-tellers and 
authors read stories on numerous topics to an 
enthralled multi-national audience. 

The selected books, specifically targeting the 
age range of the children, are designed to 
demonstrate that reading can be fun and exciting, 
and the learning experience is often explored 
further through Maktaba’s dynamic schedule of 
art and craft activities, events and a children’s 
garden club. Sarah confirmed this belief that: 'The 
garden club is a great area of the library which 
brings many stories about our food and how it 
is grown come to life in a real hands-on manner. 
With the help of our premier partner, Quantum 
Global Solutions, during their family ‘Donate a 
Day’ initiative last year we pulled out all the old 
plants in the garden at the back of the library and 
through their donations prepared a fully functioning 
children’s garden which was tended by the children 
over winter and yielded squash, aubergine, herbs, 
kumquats, mangoes, tomatoes and okra in the 

Learning to read is one of the essential building blocks of education from pre-school to 
post-graduate study. While the State of Qatar has one of the highest literacy levels in the 

world, a 2015 study by the Childhood Cultural Centre highlighted that Qatari children have a 
perceived lack of interest in reading books, stories and magazines. This statistic is one that 

a team of energetic mothers hope to change – one story at a time.

Maktaba library
Lending a hand at Qauntum's 
Donate a Day Maktaba garden



M66 AUTUMN 2016   © MARHABA312

M
ak

ta
ba

: 
O

ne
 S

to
ry

 a
t 

a 
Ti

m
e

spring. We’re even hopeful that our olive tree 
will bear fruit soon. Next year we plan to develop 
the garden further and hold our first Maktaba 
Children’s Farmers Market.'

Friends of Maktaba  
Making the library accessible to the public is 
part of Maktaba’s philosophy, and while many 
countries allocate tax payer funds to support 
library facilities, this non-profit organisation 
relies heavily on corporate sponsorship. With 
corporate support Maktaba has been able to 
limit their annual registration fees to QAR500 
with a QAR250 refundable deposit per family. 
Since opening, membership has increased to 
approximately 1,000 people with over 1,000 
visitors per month checking out books and 
taking part in the libraries many innovative arts 
and crafts or interactive reading activities. 

In addition to corporate sponsors, Maktaba 
is largely supported by volunteers and a long-
standing internship programme, which has seen 
some of the early interns' progress through 
high school on to university and come back to 
Maktaba as workshop leaders or staff. Interns 
are from all parts of the community; Qataris, 
Arab and western expats – all with a love of 
books! 

Raising awareness on a large scale 
'As the concept of Maktaba was being finalised 
and the bureaucratic wheels had been set in 
motion to form the library we began to gauge 
local interest by hosting several ‘reading 
related’ community activities,' noted Sarah. 
These included the launch of Maktaba Mobile, 
a website and mobile app providing a free-of-
charge virtual library to Arabic readers between 
the ages of three and seven offering ebooks, 
videos and educational games that can be 
viewed by children who may otherwise be unable 
to access books due to their geographical 
locations. 

One of Maktaba’s largest events was inspired by 
the annual UNESCO World Book Day and in line with 
the Qatar National Vision 2030, Maktaba partnered 
with RasGas to set a Guinness World Record at the 
Qatar National Convention Centre for the largest 
ever Arabic reading lesson. The record was broken 
when over 1,400 Qatar Independent school children 
joined the hour-long reading lesson to listen to the 
Arabic story Al Ghadab (Angry) by Sarah Medina.

Corporate sponsorship from the Supreme Committee 
for Delivery & Legacy also enabled Maktaba to 
develop a series of books for Qatari children on 
topics such as social inclusion, sustainability and 
healthy living authored by six ladies, including two 
Qatari nationals and also illustrated, edited and 
designed by Qatar residents. 

Tween appeal 
While many of the activities surround instilling a 
love of reading among young readers, the library is 
also proud to have a large selection of books for 
teenage readers. Maktaba also offers older children 
access to online books and resources through 
their partnership with the Qatar National Library 
in the IT suite of the library. This area also serves 
a particular need in Qatar among international 
families who prefer to home school during short 
assignments in Qatar. 

At Maktaba, reading (and learning) has never been 
such fun! 

Contact Details 
Summer hours (June to September)  
10 am – 4 pm (Sunday to Thursday)  

Regular hours 9 am – 6 pm  
Friday closed 

Saturday 9 am – 5 pm

If you would like to visit, become a Maktaba 
member, or corporate sponsor call  

4427 8810 or email info@maktabaqatar.org 
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