U.S. Plans New Hunt for Sponsors of Taliban
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ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The top American diplomat for Pakistan, Richard C. Holbrooke, said Friday that he would reinvigorate efforts to trace the sources of financing for the Taliban insurgency, with special scrutiny of private donations.

Mr. Holbrooke said that private donors, including some from Persian Gulf countries, were increasingly believed to be a far more important source of money for the Taliban than even the opium trade, which the United Nations estimates to be about $300 million a year. An American official responsible for Afghanistan said Friday that the opium money was believed to make up less than half of Taliban financing.

“In the past there was a kind of a feeling that the money all came from drugs in Afghanistan,” Mr. Holbrooke said. “That is simply not true.”

Identifying the sources of money for the Taliban has been one of the most elusive goals for the United States since Sept. 11, 2001, but the task is central to the American war effort in Afghanistan, and to fighting militancy in Pakistan. But American officials have had limited success.

“We want to focus on where the money really comes from,” Mr. Holbrooke said. “I will be adding a member of the Treasury Department to my staff within two weeks so we can focus more heavily on this area.”

American intelligence officials have expressed concerns about financing for terrorism from gulf countries in the past, but Mr. Holbrooke’s remarks indicate that the United States may now seek to put more pressure on the countries to stanch the flow of money.

He spoke at a news conference in Islamabad at the end of a three-day visit to Pakistan intended to highlight the refugee crisis that has spilled out of Swat and Buner, parts of the North-West Frontier Province, where the Pakistani Army has undertaken a campaign to drive out Taliban insurgents.

Shortly before he spoke, a suicide bomber killed at least 30 people in northwest Pakistan.

The Taliban threatened last week to strike in major cities in retaliation for the army’s offensive. This bombing took place in a remote area, Upper Dir, near the border with Afghanistan.

The bomber tried to enter the main mosque of a village, Hayagai Sharqi, during Friday Prayer, according to a villager, Umar Rahman. The bomber was stopped at the entrance, and he blew himself up.

The United States has supported Pakistan’s military campaign, as have a growing number of Pakistanis. But it is unclear how long Pakistanis’ support will last, and how committed Pakistan’s military and political leaders are to taking on militant groups.

This week, a Pakistani court freed the founder of a banned militant group suspected of being linked to the attack last year in Mumbai, India, that left 163 people dead. American and Indian officials condemned the move.

On Friday, the militant, Hafiz Muhammad Saeed, delivered an inflammatory sermon at a compound in Lahore belonging to Jamaat-ud-Dawa, an Islamic charity that fronts for the banned group, Lashkar-e-Taiba.

He criticized the United States and India, saying Islam would eventually triumph.

Mr. Saeed brought up President Obama’s speech to the Muslim world on Thursday, saying Mr. Obama was showing “double standards” by trying to use stories about his background to woo Muslims. Mr. Saeed said Mr. Obama must withdraw from Afghanistan and stop drone attacks in Pakistan. “We don’t want any power or hegemony, except wishing that Obama and his country should also embrace Islam,” Mr. Saeed said.

Waqar Gillani contributed reporting from Lahore, Pakistan.
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