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In September of 2014 as the Islamic States power and influence surged throughout Syria and 
Iraq it released one of its first videos via al-Hayat media center call the “Flames of War”.  
 
The 55 minute video attempted to demonstrate the victories of the Islamic State in its push 
across the region. The video ended with a clip of an IS fighter narrating and admonishing the 
west from interfering in the Islamic State gains. In the background Syrian military personnel can 
be seen digging their own graves. The video drew a great deal of attention from western 
intelligence agencies for the fact that one of the narrators in the video had a western English 
accent. 
 
While many analysts speculated the origin of narrator may possibly be Canadian, several recent 
pieces of information now seem to confirm that theory. In early of October of 2018, Global 
news journalist Stewart Bell and terrorism researcher Dr. Amar Amarasingam ventured into 
YPG controlled northern Syria to interview another infamous IS 
fighter; Mohammed Ali (Abu Turab).  Ali admitted that the 
narrator of the Flames of War video was Abu Ridwan al-Kanadi. 
 
On the 16th of January 2019, Dr. Amar Amarasingam reported 
that the voice of Abu Ridwan al-Kanadi, heard in the IS Flames of 
War videos, was Mohammed Abdullah Mohammed. This was, in 
part, confirmed by a childhood friend who stated Mohammed 
was “the voice behind all ISIS releases in English”.   
 

Finally on the 18th of January 2019 Hugo Kaaman, published a voice 
comparison of Mohammed Abdullah Mohammed against the 
narrator of several IS videos. The comparison would appear to be a 
close match to that of Mohammed.  
 
In October of 2018, we were asked by Stewart Bell to determine the 
likelihood of geolocating the Syrian soldier’s execution site that 
appeared in the Flames of War video. Geolocation is just one of 
many open source intelligence (OSINT) tools that allow analysts to 
determine the location where images and video were taken. This is 
done by comparing physical landmarks, structures, terrain and 

vegetation within the image against known constants such as satellite imagery.   
 
In this instance analysts were able to use the 2014 video to reconstruct the exact location 
where Mohammed is believed to have killed at least one prisoner. “Where it happened” is one 
of the most critical elements in any homicide/war crime investigation and, in this instance, 
analysis positively identified the crime scene of this notorious foreign fighter.  

 
 

Overview 

 

https://twitter.com/StewGlobal
https://twitter.com/StewGlobal/status/1052611802624925696
https://twitter.com/AmarAmarasingam
https://twitter.com/HKaaman
https://twitter.com/HKaaman/status/1086252313084346368
https://twitter.com/HKaaman/status/1086252313084346368
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Geolocation is just one of 

many open source 

intelligence (OSINT) tools 

that allow analysts to 

determine the location 

where images and video 

were taken. 

In this particular case, 

knowing where the 

bodies are buried may 

provide further evidence 

in the prosecution of 

Canadian ISIS 

commander Mohammed 

Abdullah Mohammed. 

  Camie Condon, PhD 

iBRABO 
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There are several excellent examples of how geolocation has allowed for the identification of 
mass execution sites. In October of 2017 Bellingcat identified the mass execution committed by 
Mustafa Busayf Al-Werfalli, a commander of the Libyan National Army (below).  
 

 
Courtesy of Bellingcat 
 
In January of 2018 iBRABO geolocated the mass execution site of Syrian military officers by 
Jabhat al-Nusra that took place in 2015. Both of these examples demonstrate the value of using 
OSINT techniques, like geolocation, in the confirmation of atrocities by individuals and groups. 

 
 Analysis by iBrabo 

Geolocating Mass Atrocities 

https://twitter.com/EliotHiggins/status/960979000733716480
https://twitter.com/iBRABO_com/status/955880592993935360
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To begin analysis of the Flames of War video we began by acquiring an unedited, primary 
source, version of the video from Jihadology.net (maintained by Aaron Zelin).  We then 
extracted the video content frame-by-frame (below).  
 

 
 
This type of frame-by-frame analysis can be beneficial in 
that, occasionally editing failures will allow identifiers to 
be found in single frames that may not necessarily be 
visible when watching the video format. This IS fighter, 
seen guarding the prisoners just prior to the execution 
(right), is one example of an identifier that may have 
been overlooked in editing. While all the other fighters 
are masked he stands unedited and unmasked. 
Regardless, were he to be captured, or somehow linked 
to the Canadian ISIS commander, we now have one piece of evidence to add to the 
investigation. 
 
The narrator of the Flames of War video, along with the subtitles, informs us that the execution 
took place on the Syrian Army Division 17 base. What we don’t know is where on the base it 
happened. If we consider that each frame of the video can assist us in identifying the specific 
site, the first step is treating each frame like a fingerprint. Just as you would look for multiple 
points of comparison in a fingerprint using papillary ridges; landmarks, structures, terrain, and 
vegetation create points of comparison for geolocation of images. The confidence of the 
geolocation match is dependent on the number of points of comparison that are consistent 
with either a satellite, or another, verified image; the greater the number of matching points 
the greater the confidence. Google Earth is a preferred format for image comparison because it 
takes a “digital terrain mugshot” multiple times a year (accessible through the historical 
imagery). 
 

Finding the Flames 

https://jihadology.net/
http://twitter.com/azelin


iBRABO: Where the Bodies Are Buried                                6                                                January 23, 2019  

The next step is to create a diagram of the scene visible in the imagery. This allows us to 
determine the angle at which the image was photographed; typically this is done by physically 
drawing comparator lines (Kohler, Purviance & Luther, 2018). Below is the diagram we were 
able to map out for each of the first three camera angles. There is a fourth camera angle used 
during the execution scene which we initially discounted due to lack of distinguishable 
landmarks; however, further examination revealed five elements that allowed for a geolocation 
match. 
 

 
 
The First Two Camera Angles 
 
If we attempted to use the current satellite imagery of Division 17 (bottom right) it would make 
our task rather difficult as much of the base was destroyed by coalition forces while IS was 
using the base. If; however, we go back into the historical imagery archived by Google Earth 
(bottom left) we see elements in the image that allow us to orient our search. Namely the 
yellow mustard and rose coloured troop apartments that are clearly visible in the satellite 
imagery. 
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Using our diagram of the scene, based on the video, we find the first two camera angles are 
consistent with the identifiable landmarks in the images (below). One of the most pronounced 
elements within the Flames of War execution video is the multi-colour military housing 
apartments in the background. Specifically, the three rows of yellow apartments with a rose 
colored apartment beside them (marked in red and orange below). We also see the light 
standards and electrical poles (yellow indicators below) that line the road around the base. 
Finally we see the edge of a crater, or berm, where the video is believed to have been shot 
(white indicator lines).  
 

 
 
Third Camera Angle 
 
In order to confirm the location we went to a third camera angle in which the cameraman pans 
over the victims. By stitching the images together we are able to get a wider angle of the overall 
scene which also gave us additional points of comparison. In this third camera angle we were 
able to compare both the light standards (LS), hydro (electric) towers (HT), and hydro (electric) 
poles (HP). By placing digital pins at the location of each of these points we can see that the 
identifiers line up with the background landmarks in the third camera angle (below). The 
camera is shooting the images out over the berm in a north easterly direction. 
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Fourth Camera Angle 

While the last (fourth) camera angle is a little more difficult to use with respect to identifiable 
landmarks; using frame-by-frame analysis it is possible to pull out several elements for 
comparison. For example when we examine secondary source video of the base (below left) it 
reveals that the light standards (LS), situated on the road outside the base, are baby blue. This 
is further confirmed examining the Google Earth historical data from 2013 (lower right).  

 

In the frames of the camera angle (below) we can make out two of the baby blue light 
standards (LS) in the background. Likewise, two hydro (electric) towers (HT) can be seen on the 
opposite side of the road; these two towers also match up with the camera angle captured in 
the execution images. We can see that there is also a hydro (electric) pole (HP) closer to the 
execution site, consistent with the satellite image. From this we can determine that the final 
execution footage was shot in a south easterly direction toward the road outside of the base. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M_qfTWgijLk
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The Burial Berm 
Examining the final frames of the video we see, what is assumed to be, a pre-existing defensive 
berm (indicated in blue). By having the soldiers dig into the existing berm, noted by the darker 
soil (in red), this provides a convenient burial site post execution. The differentiation in soil 
colour would most likely be attributed to a difference in moisture. The upper portion of the 
berm having been exposed to the sun and air would not be as moist as the newly dug out, 
lower portion of the berm (in red). 
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In each camera angle there is a partial view of this soil berm. We 
know from other Syrian Arab Army (SAA) placements that these 
semi-circle berms were used in defensive positions set up by the 
SAA during the initial Arab Spring revolution (right). Looking to 
Google Earth we see long running soil berms and the defensive 
positions appearing around the Division 17 base. Satellite 
imagery shows a well-defined crater shaped berm that appears 
to have been altered after the execution. The northern portion 
of the berm loses its edge, most likely from the graves being 
backfilled post execution. Examining the site against Google Earth’s historical archive there is 
no overt indication that the graves have been disrupted since the time they were created by 
the IS executioners. As such the crime scene likely remains intact though weathered by the 
time. 
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Islamic State mass graves within the Syrian city of Raqqa via Obretix 
 
The work of Obretix (2018; above), and others, have identified a large number of mass graves 
that are likely to hold the victims of the Islamic State. OSINT research, training, and analysis will 
no doubt provide additional clues as to some of the other atrocities committed by the Islamic 
State and others during the nearly 8 year old war in Syria.  
 
In the Flames of War geolocation analysis we have shown here, any one of the geolocated 
camera angles would be strong evidence in and of themselves in identifying the execution site. 
The combination of all four points of reference provides a high degree of confidence as to the 
exact location of this mass execution. The ‘over the top’ nature of the Islamic States filming and 
editing process has, in actuality, provided great evidence against its own fighters. The collapse 
of the caliphate will allow new opportunities to investigate these crimes against humanity.  
 
One of the greatest obstacles in the prosecution of IS fighters will remain the acquisition of 
evidence. This is just one example of how OSINT can provide critical leads to obtaining that 
evidence. As the Raqqah Reconstruction Committee and other NGO’s methodically document 
and recover victims throughout Raqqa, the discovery of this site may provide a crucial link in 
establishing a path towards prosecution for this Canadian foreign fighter.  
 
 
 

Building a Case 

https://twitter.com/obretix/status/1063885714281164802?s=19
https://twitter.com/obretix/status/1063885714281164802?s=19
https://twitter.com/RaqqaRc
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Authors’ Note: This report is a not-for-profit undertaking by the open source research group iBRABO 
and the analysts associated with it. Content and images presented were taken from open, and freely 
available, internet sources and the analysis is solely the opinion of the iBRABO analyst team. The 
information in this report demonstrates the value of open source intelligence techniques in generating 

critical questions and opening necessary dialogue.   

About the Analysts 

http://www.concordia.ca/research/migs/about/digital-fellows-network.html
http://www.laurieralumni.ca/s/1681/15/social.aspx?sid=1681&gid=2&pgid=1549&cid=4911&ecid=4911&crid=0&calpgid=793&calcid=3227
http://www.laurieralumni.ca/s/1681/15/social.aspx?sid=1681&gid=2&pgid=1549&cid=4911&ecid=4911&crid=0&calpgid=793&calcid=3227
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