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75 hours
was taken to rescue an injured 
cave explorer in northern Italy

 LR:  Light Rain  HR:  Heavy Rain  LS:  Light Snow  
 TDS: Thundershower  LC:  Light Cloud  SNY:  Sunny
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US eases H1-B rules for special skills
WASHINGTON

THE outgoing Biden adminis-
tration has relaxed rules for 
H-1B visas that will make it eas-
ier for American companies to 
hire foreign workers with spe-
cial skills and facilitate a 
smoother transition from F-1 
student visas to H-1B visas, a 
move that is likely to benefit 
thousands of  Indian tech 
professionals.

The most sought-after H-1B 
visa is a non-immigrant visa 
that allows US companies to 
employ foreign workers in spe-
ciality occupations that require 
theoretical or technical exper-
tise. Technology companies de-
pend on it to hire tens of  thou-
sands of  employees each year 

from India and China.
The rule, announced by the 

Department of  Homeland Se-
curity (DHS) on Tuesday, aims 
to provide greater flexibility to 
employers and workers by mod-
ernising the definition and cri-
teria for special positions and 
nonprofit and governmental re-
search organisations that are 
exempt from the annual statu-
tory limit on H-1B visas.

The changes will help US em-
ployers hire as per their busi-
ness needs and remain compet-
itive in the global marketplace, 
an official release said.

According to the DHS, the 
rule also extends certain flexi-
bilities for students on F-1 visas 
seeking to change their status 
to H-1B to avoid disruptions in 

lawful status and employment 
authorisation for students hold-
ing F-1 visas.

It also will allow US Citizen-
ship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) to process applications 
more quickly for most individ-

uals who had previously been 
approved for an H1-B visa.

It will also allow H1-B visa 
holders with a controlling in-
terest in the petitioning organi-
sation to be eligible for H-1B 
status subject to reasonable 
conditions. 

“American businesses rely 
on the H-1B visa programme 
for the recruitment of  highly-
skilled talent, benefiting com-
munities across the country,” 
said Secretary of  Homeland Se-
curity Alejandro N Mayorkas.

“These improvements pro-
vide employers with flexibility 
to hire global talent, boost our 
competitiveness, and allow 
highly skilled workers to con-
tinue to advance American in-
novation,” he said.  PTI

MTCR export policies for 
India up for update
The Biden administration is in the 
process of finalising a national 
security memorandum that will 
update America’s export control 
policies under the Missile 
Technology Control Regime 
(MTCR), a move that is likely to 
facilitate more cooperation 
between India and US companies 
in the space sector, the White 
House said on Tuesday

Uzbek man held for senior 
Russian general’s murder
Suspect promised reward of $100,000, plus residency in EU: FSB

MOSCOW

RUSSIA’s security service said 
on Wednesday that it has de-
tained a suspect in the killing 
of  a senior general in Moscow. 

The suspect was described as 
an Uzbek citizen recruited by 
Ukrainian intelligence servic-
es. Russia’s Federal Security 
Service, or FSB, didn’t name 
the suspect, but said he was 
born in 1995. 

According to a statement by 
the FSB, the suspect said him-
self  that he was recruited by 
Ukrainian special services. 

The FSB said the suspect had 
been promised a reward of  
$100,000 and permission to 
move to a EU country in ex-
change for killing Kirillov.

The agency stated that acting 
on instructions from Ukraine, 
the suspect travelled to Mos-
cow, where he picked up a 
homemade explosive device. He 
placed the device on an electric 
scooter and parked it at the en-
trance to the residential build-
ing where Kirillov lived.

The suspect then rented a car 
to monitor the location and set 
up a camera that livestreamed 
the scene to his handlers in the 
central Ukrainian city of Dni-
pro. Once Kirillov was seen 
leaving the building, the sus-
pect detonated the bomb. 

The suspect faces a sentence 
of  up to life imprisonment, the 
FSB said.

The suspect was detained in 
a village in the Moscow region, 
according to Ministry of  Inter-
nal Affairs official Irina Volk, 
who was quoted by Russian 
state news agency TASS. 

Kirillov, 54, was the chief  of  
the military’s nuclear, biologi-
cal and chemical protection 
forces and was under sanctions 
from several countries, includ-
ing the UK and Canada, for his 
actions in Russia’s full-scale in-
vasion of  Ukraine. On Monday, 
Ukraine’s Security Service, or 
SBU, opened a criminal investi-
gation against him, accusing 
him of  directing the use of  

banned chemical weapons.
Russia has denied using any 

chemical weapons in Ukraine 
and has accused Kyiv of  using 
toxic agents in combat.

Kirillov, who took his current 
job in 2017, was one of  the most 
high-profile figures to level 
those accusations. He held nu-
merous briefings to accuse the 
Ukrainian military of  using 
toxic agents and planning to 
launch attacks with radioactive 
substances claims that Ukraine 
and its Western allies rejected 
as propaganda.

An official with the SBU said 
on Tuesday that the agency was 
behind the attack. The official, 
described Kirillov as a ‘war 
criminal and an entirely legiti-
mate target.’ The SBU official 
provided video that they said 
was of  the bombing. It shows 
two men leaving a building 
shortly before a blast.  AP

A few 100 Korean troops 
killed, wounded in battle
Washington: A few hundred North 
Korean troops fighting alongside 
Russian forces against Ukraine 
have been killed or wounded 
during battle in the Kursk border 
region, a senior official said. The 
official didn’t provide details on 
exactly how many have been 
killed, but said the forces don’t 
appear to be battle-hardened

Investigators work near the remains of a scooter at the place where Lt General Igor 
Kirillov was killed by an explosive device, in Moscow on Tuesday |  AP

TEHRAN

IRANIAN lawmakers have asked to amend 
a bill that would impose tougher penalties 
on women who refuse to wear the manda-
tory hijab, local media reported on 
Wednesday.

The bill, already approved in parliament 
but not yet submitted to the government 
for final confirmation, has stirred a heated 
debate in Iran more than two years since 
nationwide protests erupted in part over 

the Islamic republic’s dress code for 
women.

Shahram Dabiri, Iran’s vice president 
for parliamentary affairs, has requested to 
hold off  on sending the bill for approval, 
according to news agency ISNA.

“We requested that the law of  chastity 
and hijab not be referred to the  
government,” Dabiri was quoted by ISNA 
as saying, adding that “the parliament 
speaker requested an amendment to the 
bill.” AFP

Harsh penalty: Lawmakers in Iran 
push for softening tough hijab bill

IMF flexible on rigid 
state revenue tax, says 
SL prez Dissanayake
COLOMBO

PRESIDENT Anura Kumara Dissanayake on Wednesday 
announced that Sri Lanka has achieved flexibility with 
the IMF on its rigid state revenue tax regime, something 
that was part of  his election promise.

Also, import of  private cars – banned from 2020 – 
would be allowed from February 2025, Dissanayake, who 
is also the Minister of  Finance, told the parliament.

Speaking about the agreements reached with the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) during its third re-
view of  the $2.9 billion Extended Fund Facility (EFF), 
the president said his government has been able to raise 
the tax threshold.

“We have been able to raise the tax threshold of  pay as 
you earn so that those who have bigger incomes pay 
more while those who earn less pay less,” he said, adding 
there would be other VAT exemptions and withholding 
tax on interest incomes for the retired.

“An income of  Rs 1,50,000 per month will be tax free,” 
Dissanayake said referring to the current free amount 
upto only Rs 1,00,000.

Fresh from his return from an official visit to India,
he said the ban on vehicle imports would be gradually 
lifted.

“From December 14, we have allowed the importation 
of  the first category vehicles for passenger transport and 
cars for special purposes. 

From February 2025 all imports of  private cars would 
be allowed, he said.   PTI

Bangladesh HC  
commutes ULFA 
leader’s sentence
DHAKA

A Bangladeshi High Court on Wednesday 
commuted the death sentence of  ULFA 
leader Paresh Baruah to life imprisonment 
and acquitted a former junior minister and 
five others in a 2004 case of  attempted 
smuggling of  weapons to the separatist 
outfit in northeast India.

Baruah, who is believed to be living in 
China, was sentenced to death after a trial 
in absentia in 2014. His name also figures 
in the ‘most wanted’ list of  National Inves-
tigation Agency (NIA). Ten truckloads of  
weapons were seized in April 2004 despite 
alleged efforts of  certain ‘influential quar-
ters’ for its safe passage to United Libera-
tion Front of  Asom (ULFA) hideouts in 
northeastern India through Chattogram, 
which was then spelled as ‘Chittagong’.

The seized weapons included over 27,000 
grenades, 150 rocket launchers, over 11 
lakh ammunition, 1,100 sub machine guns 
and 11.41 million bullets.

The two-member High Court bench re-
duced Baruah’s death sentence to life im-
prisonment, said a government attorney at 
the bench.The High Court bench compris-
ing Justice Mostafa Zaman Islam and Jus-
tice Nasrin Akhtar acquitted former state 
minister for home Lutfuzzaman Babar and 
six others, who were handed down capital 
punishment following the death reference 
hearing, he added. PTI

Japanese space startup  
aborts launch second time
Tokyo: A Japanese space startup said its 
second attempt to launch a rocket carrying 
satellites into orbit had been aborted 
minutes after liftoff on Wednesday and 
destroyed itself again.
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