Tampa Bay Area Beaches, written for Southwest Airlines Travel Guide, 4/14/2009
For my money, the Tampa Bay Area beaches provide quality and value like no other place in America. You have about 20 miles worth of them to chose from, ranging from Clearwater Beach through several smaller beach towns on the way to St Petersburg Beach. Younger and single crowds tend to favor the Clearwater end for activities including some nightlife with bars and dance clubs along with Pier 60.

Indian Rocks Beach has managed to keep its beach cottage look and feel. Indian Shores has given over to many condo developments. Redington Shores splits it with some cottages and Redington Towers, two huge condo buildings, but also supports a long fishing pier in its 1.1 mile length. More high buildings continue down into the Redingtons and Madeira Beach areas approaching John’s Pass. Crossing the bridge over the pass leads to Treasure Island which has a wide mix of accommodations. John’s Pass has a large shopping area on the water. It tends to be on the touristy side but it’s a good place to take a boat ride to see dolphins, rent a jet ski or try out parasailing.

To the north end of Pinellas County also on the Gulf coast are Dunedin, Palm Harbor and Tarpon Springs. Dunedin has lots of friendly little bars with microbreweries and live music. Tarpon Springs is predominantly Greek and has some authentic Greek food as well as the sponge docks where you can get a history of their role in sponge diving and take a number of short boat excursions for not a lot of money. The area has many choices for great seafood. A lot of locals eat at the same places on the beach that you’d consider. They can be a bit crowded in the winter but not so much the rest of the year.
Sprinkled throughout the county which is west of Tampa Bay are dozens of free parks. Also included are two nationally known beaches from Dr. Beach’s ratings of the top 10. Caladesi Island, which is only reachable by boat (there is a ferry from Honeymoon Island off the Dunedin Causeway) and Ft. DeSoto Park at the south end of the county at the mouth of Tampa Bay lying close to the shipping lanes.

Fishing expeditions can be found out of Clearwater Beach Marina, Madeira Marina, John’s Pass and St Petersburg Beach on the Intracoastal side. The Double Eagle out of Clearwater is my preferred large fishing boat ride. You can also fish from the beach or in the Intracoastal but you’ll need a license if you aren’t a resident. Bait is easy to come by. Another choice fishing spot is the Sunshine Skyway Bridge fishing pier, north and south ends. The bridge crosses the mouth of Tampa Bay and is the longest cable-stayed concrete bridge in the world covering five and a half miles.
Visit when you can. Good airline and accommodation deals abound now. Don’t forget the sun block. The Florida sun can be relentless even in the winter.
