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1. What sparked off the wave of wildcat strikes? 

More than 1,000 workers at Total's Lindsey oil refinery in Immingham have been on strike since last Wednesday in protest at the use of 400 Italian and Portuguese workers on a £200m construction project at the site. They say there are plenty of skilled British workers who should have been given the work. But Total says the work went to Italian firm IREM after a fair and rigorous tendering process. 

2. Who is organising the protests? 

By last Friday unofficial 'flying' pickets and 'word of mouth' had led to 3,000 workers at oil refineries and power plants across the UK joining the dispute. 

Many of the strikers know each other from previous contracts, allowing them to build up support for the action across the industry. The far-right BNP appears to have some limited influence on the ground and has attempted to hijack the protests as part of its anti-immigrant propaganda. 

3. How can British jobs be given to Italian workers? 

The EU "posted workers" directive allows a European company to employ its own staff on a temporary project in another EU member state as long as it's for limited time and the company abides by local working conditions. The directive was introduced in 1996 to improve labour mobility in Europe while protecting the conditions of "posted" workers. 

4. Can Gordon Brown do anything about it? 

No10 has pointed out that conditions have changed since the IREM contract was awarded, with growing unemployment creating a surplus of skilled British labour. However, the Prime Minister's hands appear to be tied by the EU directive. 

5. Can the unions mount a legal challenge against the IREM contract? 

Unite says that UK workers have been excluded from applying for jobs under the IREM contract. It may have a case for arguing that this is illegal under the terms of EU fair treatment legislation. Total denies British workers have been discriminated against. 

6. Why has the issue caused so much resentment now? 

Growing unemployment has made the issue of foreign workers more controversial: The number of jobless in Lincolnshire has risen 47 per cent in the past year. This is not the first such dispute – there has been a similar one at Staythorpe Power Station in Nottinghamshire, since the autumn. 

7. Why is the dispute so dangerous for Gordon Brown? 

The Prime Minister's promise of "British jobs for British workers", made in September 2007, has come back to haunt him. On top of that many of the workers involved in the dispute belong to the unions GMB and Unite which are among Labour's biggest financial backers. The party can ill afford to alienate their members further. 

8. What will happen next? 

Gordon Brown has called the strikes "indefensible", but Downing Street has also promised talks with bosses in the construction sector to find a way of safeguarding British jobs. The mediation service ACAS has been called in to try and end the Lindsey dispute and avoid the further spread of strike action tomorrow. However, the workers are demanding guarantees that British workers are used ahead of foreign labour. 
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In difficult times, workers look for protection Photo: PA 

One British job which really is reserved for a British worker is that of Prime Minister. No Treaty of Rome founding document about the free movement of labour and no EU Posted Workers Directive can get anyone but a British (or, for peculiar historical reasons, an Irish) citizen into No 10 Downing Street.

You could prove that a foreigner – some sensible Dutchman or Dane, perhaps – could do the job just as well as, or, indeed, far better than Gordon Brown. But the law says no. Only a British (or Irish) citizen can sit in the House of Commons and hence, in practice, be prime minister.

This is significant. It says that the person put in charge of a nation must be part of that nation. If he (or she) were not part of it, is the implication, he might not be loyal to it. The assumption is that the prime minister must put the needs of the British people before those of everyone else. That is what we expect of him, whether or not we, personally, voted for him.

In good times, most people can see that putting British needs first does not mean taking it out on foreigners. We sell them our goods and services; they sell us theirs. Our people go there; their people come here. There is a rough equality. Exchange brings more benefits than isolation.

But, as this column keeps saying, the depr-, sorry, recession means that Everything Is Different Now. When people feel threatened, their natural desire is to look after themselves and those close to them. They feel the need for protection.

Hence protectionism. No decent person actively desires to "beggar my neighbour", but it is obvious that, offered a choice between, say, high unemployment here and the same in Germany, the average British citizen will wish it on the Germans.

The arguments for free trade demonstrate that this is a false choice. In general, more German jobs mean more British jobs, and vice versa. Wealth is not a cake of finite size, but a yeast, so the more bakeries the better. But what is happening now is that people – such as the angry workers in Lindsey, Sellafield, Grangemouth etc this week – no longer believe it.

You can see why. What spin doctors call the "optics" are so bad. The loudest calls against protectionism came from the World Economic Forum at Davos. And who was at Davos? The politicians, economists, investment bankers and central bankers who got us into this mess. Almost by definition, everyone at Davos has a job, and a well-paid one at that. And when some of them looked as if, through their own credit-boom folly, they might lose their jobs, their friends clubbed together with taxpayers' money to rescue them.

If I were competing with Portuguese and Italians to get scarce work at a British oil refinery, and were told by Lord Mandelson of Hartlepool and Foy (who will receive a six-figure pension from the European Commission) that I was "xenophobic", I think I would invite him to return to the Continent which he loves so much, using strictly Anglo-Saxon words.

I might also use the well-known British phrase, "It's all right for some." That expression of resentment is unattractive, but the current crisis does raise the question, "Who's this all for?" It feels as if the benefits accrue to the men at Davos, and the bill goes to the men at Lindsey.

For free marketeers, this is a tragedy. One of the greatest insights of Adam Smith is that the narrow interests of business are quite different from those of citizens in general. People of the same trade "conspire against the public" to increase their prices, says Smith. The freer the market, the easier that conspiracy is foiled.

But globalisation which, at its best, is a free-market enterprise, now feels like a conspiracy by the rich and powerful. Its crisis makes the poorer and weaker feel terribly exposed. There seem to be no choices left for them. They can't save, and they can't borrow; in growing numbers, they cannot work. The political system is not within their grasp. What are they supposed to do?

I recently read a book of interviews with economists, of all political views, who had grown up during the Great Depression in the United States. How had the Depression shaped their thinking? The most chilling quotation was the answer to the question: "What do you think was effective in ending the Great Depression?" Several replied, "The War".

In other words, even in Roosevelt's free and enterprising America, it was only the convulsion of the entire world in bloodshed and the production required for this, which restored prosperity.

If that is true, it helps to explain why Hitler and Mussolini seemed like saviours to millions of people, not all of whom were extreme or nasty. And it also helps to explain why fascists and communists were able to portray the democracies as weak. War began to seem like a solution, which shows how massive was the problem.

The worst thing, politically, about the present situation is that it makes democracies seem weak all over again. What most annoys people about Gordon Brown promising to produce "British jobs for British workers" is that he can't.

"No politician," said the Labour-supporting New Statesman primly this week, "should ever promise something that he knows is illegal under EU law." Perhaps, but if this means that he can promise very little at all, you do begin to wonder what is the point of him, and of the system which underpins him.

Is there any way of restoring the basic link, on which parliamentary democracy depends, between the interests of the voters and the actions of the people they vote for?

In the case of Mr Brown's government, the answer is, probably not. The guilty men have gone electorally unpunished for too long. It is too late for them to be forgiven.

But an answer does surely lie in the political paradox that, for people to believe in international order and global free trade, they have also to believe in their identity as a nation. In this crisis, we may yet live to thank the EU for holding the line against protectionism, but only if our own politicians can, as it were, repatriate the benefits.

One way of doing that would be to reassert the coherence of British society by controlling immigration much more strictly. Since 1997, our average net immigration has more than tripled, to about 200,000 a year. The Government plans that it should continue at this rate, which means two million more people in the next 10 years. Nothing like this has happened before in our history.

The strain and expense in terms of social services, health services, language difficulties, crime, terrorism and schools have made people feel that the economic benefits are illusions and the social costs too high.

In a recession, fewer people will come here anyway, so it is an opportune moment to change the rules and narrow the flow of non-EU entrants, who make up the great majority of our immigrants. If we feel more secure about who we are, we shall look outward with much less fear. 

