Bomber Strikes in Pakistani Mosque, Killing Dozens During Prayers
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By ISMAIL KHAN and ALAN COWELL

PESHAWAR, Pakistan — A suicide bomber brought the roof of a crowded mosque crashing down on worshipers in northwest Pakistan on Friday, setting off explosives as a cleric intoned the holy prayers and killing scores of people in what was the bloodiest attack this year.

The attack was unleashed in an area where there has been intense activity by Pakistani security forces aimed at protecting the critical Khyber Pass supply route for American forces in Afghanistan. Occurring only hours before President Obama unveiled a new strategy against militants in Afghanistan and Pakistan, it raised questions about Pakistan’s ability to counter the threat from Al Qaeda and the Taliban.

Estimates of the death toll swung wildly as survivors in long robes and white skullcaps scrabbled frantically in the debris to recover the dead and rescue the wounded. A minaret with a loudspeaker poked from the rubble. One local official said 37 people had died, but most accounts put the death toll at around 50. Hours after the attack, Pakistan television stations reported that up to 70 people might have died.

The bomber mingled with worshipers, according to survivors and residents, as the Friday Prayer session reached its climax with a communal prayer. Residents said that about 250 to 300 people had been praying in the mosque at the time.

One survivor named Arman said that a cleric had begun to intone “God is great” just as the blast occurred. “There were blood and limbs all around,” he said. “I had never seen such a horrendous scene in my whole life.”

The mosque was about 12 miles from the city of Peshawar on the main highway between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The blast brought the roof of the two-story building tumbling onto the first floor ceiling, which collapsed, residents said. Within hours, Tariq Hayat, the chief administrator of the region close to the Afghanistan border, told Geo TV that “so far we have counted 48 bodies.”

The bombing came as Mr. Obama prepared to announce his new strategy to bolster American forces in Afghanistan and for the first time set benchmarks for progress in fighting Al Qaeda and the Taliban in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. It also coincided with reports of a new alliance between the Pakistani and Afghan Taliban intended to counter America’s plan to send an extra 21,000 troops to the battle against the resurgent Taliban in Afghanistan.

The increases will bring the overall American deployment in Afghanistan to about 60,000. The Times of London reported on Friday that Britain was considering sending 2,000 soldiers to support the American reinforcement, in addition to the 8,300 troops it already has in Afghanistan.

Mr. Hayat, the Khyber administrator, blamed Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, a militant group headed by Baitullah Mehsud that is battling the Pakistani Army in increasingly large swaths of the country. Its training camps have recently been attacked by American drones.

“Their aim is to spread terror, and anyplace where they cause maximum casualties is a legitimate target for them,” Mr. Hayat said in a telephone interview.

Mr. Mehsud is a leading figure in the Pakistani Taliban, which consists of fighters who come from the border regions and are led by veterans of the fighting in Afghanistan. They have supported the fight against foreign forces in Afghanistan by supplying fighters, training and logistical aid.

But in recent years the Pakistani Taliban have concentrated on battling the Pakistani government, extending a domain that has not only threatened Pakistan but also provided an essential rear base for the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan.

At the same time, American officials told The New York Times this week that Pakistan’s military intelligence agency continued to offer money, supplies and guidance to the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan as a proxy to help shape a friendly government there once American forces left.

The Khyber area is known for bitter feuds among rival tribes and groups of militants.

After the attack, dozens of bodies were taken to a hospital in the neighboring town of Jamrud, while relatives removed others for burial, residents said. Many of the dead were civilians, including children, residents reported.

Among the dead were 10 police officers and four paramilitary soldiers from a nearby checkpoint, but Mr. Hayat denied they could have been the target.

Most of the 158 wounded were brought to the main hospitals in Peshawar. A doctor at one of the hospitals said that they had declared an emergency to deal with the high number of casualties.

Ismail Khan reported from Peshawar, and Alan Cowell from Paris. Pir Zubair Shah contributed reporting from Islamabad, Pakistan.
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