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VIDEO REVIEW 

Before viewing 

Over the last few years, Canadians have grown accustomed to hearing about kidnappings in crisis-ridden 
countries like Syria and Iraq. Many of the kidnappers belong to terrorist groups who seek ransom money 
to help finance their activities. Some Canadians may see these activities as firmly rooted in other regions 
of the world. So it may have come as quite a shock when U.S. hostage Matt Schrier, shortly after his 
escape from captivity in Syria, reported that two of his kidnappers were Canadian. 

Why do you think people might have been surprised that two of Schrier’s kidnappers were Canadian? 

 

 

Viewing 

1. Why would photojournalist Matt Schrier risk his life to take pictures in Syria? 

 

 

2. Why do you think Schrier lied to his kidnappers about his heritage? More specifically, why do you 
think he didn’t want to tell them he was Jewish? 

 

 

3. How was Schrier psychologically and physically tortured? 

 

 

4. Why do you think the kidnappers conducted psychological torture on Schrier? 

 

 

5. Why would Schrier’s kidnappers demand his passwords and PIN info? What were they planning to do 
with this information? 
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6. How were the Canadian kidnappers different from the others Schrier met? 

 

 

7. Review the steps involved in Schrier’s escape and identify all that could have gone wrong with his 
escape plan. 

 

 

8. Beyond the nationality of his kidnappers, what other Canadian connections did Schrier discover? 

 

 

9. Why did the RCMP and FBI refuse to comment on Schrier’s experiences? 

 

 

After viewing 

1. What insights might government agencies gain from the information Schrier provided about his 
kidnapping and imprisonment? 

 

 

 

2. Why would foreign terrorist groups be interested in recruiting Canadians? 

 

 

 



JANUARY 2016 – AL‐QAEDA HOSTAGE: THE CANADIAN CONNECTION

 

News in Review ∙ CBC Learning ∙ curio.ca/newsinreview 3 

 

THE STORY 

Minds on 

Matt Schrier is a U.S. photojournalist who has 
traveled to various regions of the world, including 
the Middle East. In 2012, while he was making his 
way through Syria toward the Turkish border, he 
was kidnapped by al-Qaeda affiliated operatives. 
He would spend seven months in captivity, 
undergoing torture and constant interrogations. 
During one of those interrogations, Schrier was 
questioned by two men who spoke fluent English 
with a clearly North American accent. When he 

returned to his cell, a fellow captive, who grew up in the U.S. state of Vermont, told him he detected a 
distinctly Canadian flavour in the accents of the interrogators. 

1. What do you think could have prompted the Canadian kidnappers to leave Canada and join an al-
Qaeda affiliated group? 

2. Why would someone from Vermont be in a unique position to identify a “Canadian accent”? Consult 
a map if necessary. 

Al‐Qaeda is a terrorist organization that was created in the late 1980s by Osama bin Laden. Their goal: 

to eliminate Western influences in Muslim countries and replace them with extremist Islamist law. Al‐

Qaeda was behind the 9/11 attacks on the United States. 

The life of a hostage 
As a photojournalist endeavouring to tell the story 
of the Syrian civil war, Matt Schrier thought his job 
would act as a shield against the more unsavoury 
elements of the Syrian crisis. This proved to be a 
naïve assumption because, in late 2012, Schrier 
was kidnapped by an al-Qaeda affiliated terrorist 
group. It all seemed like a bad dream. When he was 
abducted from his taxi by his kidnappers, he 
thought that, once they checked his credentials, he 
would be released. Instead the masked thugs pulled 
a hood over his head and drove him (at gunpoint!) 
to an isolated building. He was thrown into a small 
room and waited for the kidnappers to reveal the 
motive behind his abduction. Initially he was 
treated well, with his kidnappers providing him 
with food and drink. Schrier pleaded with them to 

examine his camera and documents, a move that he 
felt certain would exonerate him. However, his 
captors were immune to his appeals and accused 
him of spying for the United States. 

Eventually, Schrier realized he was not going to be 
released any time soon so he tried to escape by 
scraping away at the wooden prison door in hopes 
of weakening it enough to allow him to break out. 
Unfortunately, he was caught in the act and taken 
to another cell — but not before his captors forced 
him into a makeshift restraint and whipped his feet 
with metal cable. What followed was a prolonged 
period of torture and threats on his life. 

Since 2011, there have been 52 journalists killed 

in Syria and 30 held as hostages. 
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The Canadian connection 
Eventually, Schrier was taken to a different site 
and put into a new cell with another hostage — a 
fellow U.S. citizen as it happened. His cellmate 
did not lift Schrier’s spirits when he told him 
that he had been in captivity for over a year and 
had been routinely beaten. One day, Schrier was 
blindfolded and taken to another room where he 
was questioned by two men who spoke clear 
English. They showed Schrier his smartphone 
and credit cards, demanding his passwords and 
pin codes. When Schrier returned to the cell, he 
told his cellmate about the interrogators. The 
cellmate said he had also been questioned by the 
two men and that he recognized their accents. 
He told Schrier he was from Vermont, an 
American state near the Canadian border, and 
could tell that the captors were from Canada. 
Later his captors would force Schrier to dress in 
an orange prison suit and record a confession 
claiming he was a spy. 

The escape 
Meanwhile, Schrier continued to look for ways 
to escape. One day he noticed that the wire over 
a window in his cell was not securely fastened. 
He was able to undue the wire and prop open the 
window. He saved drops of oil from the olives 
he was given to eat and rubbed it over his body 
to help him squeeze through the tiny cell 
window. He was able – just barely – to squeeze 
out. Once on the outside, he tried to pull his 
cellmate out but was unsuccessful and had to 
leave him behind. He ran as far away from the 
place where he was being held as he could. He 
eventually found a group of people who took 
him in. They later helped him escape Syria and 
return to the United States. 

A rude shock for Schrier 
Once Schrier was free and on his way back to 
the United States, he assumed the worst aspects 
of his experiences were behind him. He was in 
for a rude shock. When he tried to access his 
credit cards and bank accounts, he was informed 
that he was broke. The captors had withdrawn 
large sums of money from his bank accounts. 
They also ordered a slew of items from online 
sites. It would take Schrier a long time to re-
establish his identity and financial credibility. 

Meanwhile, Schrier made it his mission to try to 
confirm the Canadian connection to his 
abduction and financial woes. With the 
assistance of the CBC, Schrier traced a number 
of items ordered online back to a Montreal 
address. When the resident of the address was 
questioned by the CBC, he refused to comment 
and avoided future contact with journalists. To 
date, the case of Matt Schrier remains a mystery. 

Government response 
For its part, the Canadian government has 
indicated that over 100 Canadian citizens have 
left the country to join the fight in Syria. They 
have vowed to revoke the passport of any 
Canadian confirmed to have joined terrorist 
groups like the one that took Schrier. Also, a 
recent law allows the government to arrest any 
Canadian who knowingly joins any terrorism-
related organization. Whether these measures 
have a meaningful impact on decreasing the 
number of Canadians joining terrorist 
organizations remains to be seen.

The Canadian government has confirmed that 130 Canadians have joined ISIS. CBC News believes this 

number is more likely to be in the 200‐300 range. 
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Activities 

1. How can we combat the appeal of terrorism to young Canadians? Examine the list of arguments 
presented to potential recruits and offer a counter argument. 

Argument for joining

If you enlist with an Islamic extremist group you… 
Counter argument 

  

Join a “family” of fellow militants who provide 

you with a social network 

 

Join a movement that promotes the supremacy of 

its version of Islam 

 

Join a movement superior to all other ways of life   

Join a movement that will bring harm to the 

infidels and create a path to salvation 

 

2. There has been a call from many journalists for the establishment of protocols to ensure their 
colleagues are protected. What conditions should be established to protect journalists? Develop a list 
that outlines the responsibility of states and media organizations in safe-guarding journalists. 

Follow up option: Conduct an internet search on the UN Action Plan on the Safety of Journalists 

and the Issue of Impunity1 and compare your list to this document. How similar is your list to the UN 
list? Were there any responsibilities that surprised you? What responsibilities do journalists have to 
ensure their own safety? 

3.  Once Schrier realized he would not be released immediately, he tried to establish some routines to 
maintain his grip on reality. With just a little light entering his cell, he could monitor the passage of 
time during his incarceration. What other strategies might he have used to maintain some type of 
routine and avoid becoming totally disoriented? 

Follow up option: Look up the article “Positive Psychology of POW Survival” from the 

International Network on Personal Meaning2. Compare your ideas with those identified by this 
network. Which strategies do you think are the most effective? 

4. In 2015, John Maguire, a 24-year-old from the Ottawa area, joined ISIS and released a video calling 
on other Canadians to join the fight. He claimed he was just an average Canadian who now believed 
in the teachings of ISIS. Using the source note (3).on the following page, find the February 7, 2015, 
article in the Ottawa Citizen and identify the factors that might have led to Maguire’s decision. 

*It is believed that Maguire was killed in Syria. 
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Citizen. 

 


