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TO TAKE EFFECT IN MID-JANUARY

US announces H-1B
visa overhaul, Indian

MANU KAUSHIK
Mew Delhi, December 18

THE US GOYERNMENT on
Wednesday announced major
reformsin its H-1Bvisa
programme, a move that is
expected to help thousands of
Indian tech professionals.

The new rules will make it
casier for American companies
tohire workerswith spe-
cial skills. It will facilitate a
smoother transition from F-1
student visas to H-1B, a non-
immigrant visa that lets US
companies hire foreign workers
in various occupations requir-
ing advanced knowledge and
technical competence.

The norms, to take effect in
mid-fanuary 2025, would also
ease the visa processing time
and streamline the issuance of
these documents for skilled
workers,students and entrepre-
neurs. Inthe latest overhaul, the
Biden administration has re-
introduced “prior deference”
policy,which was dropped in the
previous Trump presidency.

The revised regulations
give the authority to US Citi-
zenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS) officials to
defer to previously approved
H-1B visas when processing
extension requests.

In addition, the new rules
have changed the definition of
"specialty occupation” under
which the employers will have
to clearly demonstrate that
the degree field of the appli-
cants is directly linked to the
job forwhich the visa has been
sought, thereby reducing the
chances of misuse.

For students transitioning
from F-1 visas to H-1B, the
new rules will automatically
provide the extensions to
their student visa during the
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Similarly, for non-profitand
and governmental research
organisations, there will be far
more flexibility to qualify for
cap-exempt H-1Bvisassince the
updated definition classifies
research as“fundamental activ-
ity" as against the previous
ambiguous definition.

Experts said that this is a
timely refresher from the US
Immigration Services which is
betteraligned to the current skill
requirements of the US. "This
will further help US strengthen
its skilled workforce require-
ments and create opportunities
tor qualified skilled workers to
apply to H-18," said Karunn
Kandol, founder & CEO of
Vidysea Education.

The new rules also aim to
improve the annual H-1Blottery
system by targeting duplicate
registrations which will combat

the fraudulent practices and
strengthen the integrity of the
sought-after H- 1B programme.,
Eventhough H-1Bhasanannual
cap of 85,000, set by the US
Department of Homeland Secu-
rity(DHS), thetotal numberof H-
1B applications for 2025 stood
at 479953 compared to
780,884 in the previous year.

Besides, H-1B beneficiaries
with a controlling interest in
the petitioning organisation
will now be eligible for H-1B
status with 18 months of visa
validity for initial approval and
first extension.

In addition, the rules have
enhanced the USCIS's Fraud
Detection and National Security
(FDNS) programme which
empowers the agency to con-
duct worksite inspections, and
specifying that the failure to
cooperate would result in denial
or revocation of the petition.

mternatlonals with shock retlrement call

SRIRAM VEERA
Brisbane, December 18

RASHWIN STOOD IN the cor-
ridoroutside the press confer-
ence room after the third Test
ended inadraw.Captain Rohit
Sharma, walking just ahead of
him, gestured to the waiting
journalists. “Sab pata chalega
abhi (everything will be known
now),” he said with a laugh,
perhaps in reference to the
buzz in the press box and on
social media about the possi-
ble retirement of a"big player”.

Behind Rohit, Ashwin
seemed to be calming himself
before his big announce-
ment. He took a deep breath,
composed himself and
entered the room. The penny
dropped when he said: "This
is my last day... 1 had a lot of
fun. | must say ['ve created a
lot of memories alongside
Rohit and several of my other
teammates, even though I've
lost some of them over the
last few years. We are the last
bunch of the OGs (originals).”

He said he would not be
taking questions as he was
feeling too emotional.

Rohit said be first got to
know Ashwin's mind when he
landed in Perth on the third
day of the first Test, which the
latter wasn't selected for.

On the first day of that
game, just before lunch when
the Indian top order was wob-
bling, Ashwin had already hit
the indoor nets, bowling away.

Owver the next couple of
days, it became a regular
occurrence. A couple of times,
therewasn't even any support
staff with him, as he kept
whirring away.

All along then, as Rohit
revealed on Wednesday,Ashwin
had been contemplating retire-
ment, Still, there was a buming
desire towork on his craft.

He may be celebrated for
his cerebral art, but Ashwin is
an emotional cricketer. He
once revealed to The Indian
Express how a stray remark by
his father, about his tendency
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to speak his mind hampering
his career, made him retreat
to a room and weep.

Unable to handle the flood
of emotions, he would even-
tually consult a therapist, Of
late, he said that hewas in a
“happy space’, trying to
gather as many “moments to
remember” rather than stress
about little things.

On the fourth day of the
Brisbane Test when Ravindra
Jadeja, the man who had

replaced him for the game,
was about to enter the tunnel
to the dressing room, Ashwin
lunged across from the
dugout to pat him on the back
and give him a wholesome
smile. On the final morning,
Ashwin and his Aussie coun-
terpart, Nathan Lyon,chatted
tor a while a short distance
away from the pitch. He then
walked across to the warm-up
area and patted Jasprit Bum-
rah on the back.

In Adelaide, where Rohit
told him he would play, Ash-
win sweated in the nets. On
the day before the game, he
had a long chat with head
coach Gautam Gambhir.

He acquired information
about the Adelaide pitch of
recent vintage and watched
highlights of those first-class
games.On the morning of the
match, he was seen pressing
the pitch with his fingers,
walking along its length. Later

in the day, he was seen testing
the direction of the breeze,
letting tufts of grass fly.

So, it was no surprise that
Ashwin was impressive with
the ball in that game, even on
a pitch not responsive to spin.

A couple of days before the
Brisbane Test, his last day at
the outdoor nets, he bowled a
bit but didn't bat. Gambhir
came across for a long chat,
and Ashwin padded up tobat.
Gambhir gave him throw-
downs, and bowling coach
Morne Morkel fired several
balls that kicked up chest and
face-high at Ashwin from 17
yards. Ashwin hopped to pat
them down, his last cricket-
ing activity asan India player.

As he left the media room
onWednesday, Rohit was asked
why this decision was taken in
the middle of a series. The skip-
per uttered some empty words
about how Ashwin's decision
should be respected.

That may be so, but with
two Tests left, and particu-
larly when the final game is in
Sydneywhere conditions can,
at times, be spin-friendly, this
isan odd call. Especially when
the best spinner in the Indian
squad, not just by reputation
but even in how all three of
them have bowled thus far in
these three Tests, is Ashwin.

His decision and the man-
agement's inability to convince
him to rethink does give an odd
whiff to the entire episode.

On the fourth day of the
Brisbane Test, sometime in
the late afternoon when India
were trying to avoid the fol-
low-on, Yashasvi Jaiswal
stood just outside the dugout
with a ball, mimicking Ash-
win's bowling action.

Ashwin smiled, asked for
the ball, and kept going
through his bowling action
without releasing the ball. For
a long while, his eyes were
fixed on the action in the
middle, but the right arm that
won innumerable games for
India kept ripping out only
imaginary off-breaks.
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