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Behind Las Vegas glitz and glamour lies a dark city marred by poverty

The dentists are back in town, 27,000 of them. Up and down the Las Vegas strip they are fighting for cabs and bar space with rival conventioneers* and a united nations of Chinese, German, Australian and British tourists. Beneath the two million crystals of the eponymous Chandelier Bar at The Cosmopolitan hotel, everyone is getting loaded** on cut price cocktails. Forget the hangover, Vegas is back. But not for most of the people who live here.

Of all US cities Las Vegas was the one hit hardest by the credit crunch. The city seemed emblematic of the excesses of the easy credit era. A huge property boom led to overbuilding as some people made fortunes from buying and selling homes they never intended to live in. Huge abandoned casinos mar the north end of the strip like so many busted flushes. Now things are looking up. Visitor numbers are rising, hotels have upped their room rates. Home sales are set to hit a high this year – albeit at rock bottom prices. Houses that once sold for $400,000 (£252,000) are being snapped up for $100,000 by cash buyers. But for those without ready funds getting a home loan hasn't been this hard for years.

Once again Vegas is proving to be a reflection of the country's wider problems. This is a tale of two cities.The world's rich have made Vegas their playground. On Mexican independence day the super wealthy Mexicans come here to party, on Chinese new year, it's the Chinese. For the rich – mostly from out of town – the good times are rolling. For those in coach*** they seem a long way off. Nevada has gone from having the lowest unemployment in the US in 2006 at 4% to the highest now at 13.4%. US unemployment rate is 9.1% but Stephen Brown, director of the University of Nevada Las Vegas's center for business and economic research, reckons the real number in Las Vegas itself is closer to 24%. The poverty rate has doubled since 2010, the state has the highest rate of children with unemployed parents, according to a report by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. About 13% of all children in Nevada have been affected by their families being evicted from their homes.

Things are starting to improve across the board, the recovery is "not as strong as we would like," but a recovery is underway. But what will Las Vegas look like after the dust settles? For decades Las Vegas has been one of the fastest growing cities in the US. In the 1990s the population was growing at 4.5% a year. Now it's flat. The construction boom that drove that growth is over. JimMurren, chief executive of MGM Resorts, the towns biggest casino firm, believes it will be a decade before any significant building project takes place in the city. Locals say illegal immigrants who did much of the heavy lifting have disappeared, an observation backed by a report from the Pew Hispanic Center last year that concluded the number of illegal immigrants entering the United States plunged by almost two-thirds between 2005 and 2009. Las Vegans are mowing their own lawns.

But Murren is optimistic. The middle classes will come back, he says. Vegas is a cheap city to live in and the weather's always good, he says. "More than that people love coming here," he says. But he says it will have to change profoundly if it is to avoid the mistakes of the past. "We have to be very nimble," he says. The future for Vegas will not be one of big new casino openings, it will be about doing more with less.

*conference participants

**getting drunk

***in economy class

I. On the basis of the text are the following statements true (T) or false (F)? Mark your answers.

1. Taxi drivers have little business to do in Las Vegas.

2. Compared to the figures of the previous years, home sales have increased recently.
3. The number of people in poverty has largely increased in just one year.
4. There are more and more illegal immigrants working in the gardens of local people.

5. Murren thinks the economy could be improved by opening bigger casinos in town.

II. Answer the questions briefly on the basis of the text. Full sentences are not required.

1. What do we know about recent tourism trends in Las Vegas?

2. What were some of the consequences of the credit crunch in the city?
3. What does this sentence about Las Vegas mean: “this is a tale of two cities”?

4. How has the population growth changed since the 1990s?
5. According to Murren, what could be the reasons for the middle class coming back to Las Vegas in the future?

III. Finish the sentences with one of the given alternatives.

1. What are some of the signs of the recent recovery in Las Vegas?
A. There are more and more tourists from all parts of the US.
B. Property prices are growing.

C. Property sales have increased recently.
2. In the early years of the new millennium  ...
A. the unemployment rate was under the national average in Las Vegas.
B. a lot of illegal immigrants worked in the casinos.
C. a lot of people were forced to leave their houses because they couldn’t pay their loans.

3. The construction industry has declined in Las Vegas because
A. the illegal immigrants who worked in the industry have disappeared.
B. house prices are falling due to the credit crunch.
C. there are lots of unemployed people.

4. Regarding the future of Las Vegas, Jim Murren is optimistic because he thinks ...
A. healthcare services will improve with more and more dentists coming to live in the city.
B. rich foreign tourists will give a boost to the economy.
C. middle class citizens from other parts of the US will move to the city.
5. Las Vegas might be a good place to live in because …

A. it has a favourable climate.

B. drinks at the bars are very cheap.

C. a huge economic development is underway.

IV. Find words in the text with a similar meaning.

1. rapid economic growth
2. left, moved out from
3. to get better
4. fell, dropped, decreased
5. very low (prices), (two words)
