Tampa Bay Diving Spots
Websites for information:

http://www.divespots.com/scuba/site-tampa/destination.info
Tampa –St. Pete area dive spots:

Blackthorn, 65-80 feet, 20-24 meters, skill level-advanced

   The U.S.C.G. Blackthorn is one of the most popular wreck dives in the Tampa area. The buoy tender served nearly 40 years in the US Coast Guard maintaining navigational aids, breaking ice on the Great Lakes and assisting in salvage missions as well as rescues of sinking vessels. At its launch in July 1944, the Iris-class tender was one of the largest class of tenders in the Coast Guard. The ship served in the Great Lakes region and offshore California before undergoing renovations on Tampa in the 1970s and moving to home ports on the Gulf of Mexico.

   The Blackthorn had just completed additional renovations in Tampa and was leaving port for Galveston, TX, when she collided with a huge freighter. As the 605 foot S.S. Capricorn headed into port in the long channel shortly after night had fallen, the helmsman’s view of outbound ships was briefly blocked by a brightly lit Russian passenger ship. Unfortunately, the Blackthorn’s commanding officer had left the helm, with an inexperienced officer who was unable to maneuver away from the Capricorn once they spotted each other. The 180 foot tender collided nearly head on with the freighter in the center of the channel, just west of the Sunshine Skyway Bridge.

   The Capricorns anchors were in position for docking and one lodged into the side of the Blackthorn. The inertia of the ships caused the Blackthorn to be dragged first backwards, then sideways. The Capricorns anchor line wrapped under the Blackthorn and as it tightened, the Blackthorn capsized. Twenty-seven crew members escaped the rapidly sinking ship, but twenty three seamen lost their lives that night. Within ten minutes the Blackthorn had sunk in 40 feet of water.
  Three weeks later, the ship was raised but the damage was too extensive for repairs. The Blackthorn was towed 20 miles offshore to the Pinellas #2 Artificial Reef Site and sunk in 80 feet of water. The ship is broken into two large sections which rise 15-20 feet off the bottom. The major sections are upside down. Penetration is not recommended. The area has a large amount of silt making visibility poor. The ship has become heavily encrusted and has attracted s large amount of marine life. Goliath grouper, snapper, mackerel, schools of spadefish and even some whale sharks have been spotted in the area. The Sheridan is just 200 feet away from the Blackthorn
Gunsmoke, 70-80 feet, 21-24 meters, skill level-advanced

   The history of the Gunsmoke is a modern day pirate tale. It’s said that during the 1970’s the old shrimper was being used to smuggle marijuana. One story says that in January 1977 the drug smugglers were secretly unloading their cargo near Panama City when two teenage girls and two local men happened upon them. The lookout for the smugglers panicked and shot and killed one of the men. The smugglers abandoned the ship and its cargo and took the three other witnesses about 150 miles away, killed them, and dumped all four bodies in a sinkhole. The lookout was convicted of the four murders and died in prison on death row in 1999. 

   Supposedly, the Gunsmoke was found floundering off Egmont Key surrounded by bales of marijuana in November 1977. Another legend says that the Gunsmoke was scuttled by her crew while being pursued by the Coast Guard. Government divers area said to have found a man below deck who had been shot in the head.

   No matter which story is the truth, the Gunsmoke is an interesting wreck dive. The old shrimper sits in 80 feet of water about 20 miles offshore. She is listing to starboard and has collapsed at mid-ship. Shrimp nets are draped across the rigging.

Indian Shores Reef, 40-45 feet, 12-14 meters, skill level-novice:

   This artificial reef was started more than 30 years ago and has developed extensive marine life. It includes a barge and two World War II Navy Landing Ships.

   Indian Shores Reef is just over 11 miles from the Clearwater Pass entrance marker #1 and about 13 miles from the John’s Pass entrance marker. This artificial reef was started in 1962 with the placement of 125 pillboxes. The reef now includes three sunken ships, each over 200 feet in length.

   In 1976, the U. S. Navy Explosives Ordnance Disposal Team from Cecil Field Naval Air Station in Jacksonville, Florida, filled two World War II Landing Ships (LSMs) with cable and used explosives to sink them in about 45 feet of water. One LSM lies 100 feet west of the center buoy. The other LSM is 100 feet east of the southern buoy. In 1984, a 240 foot salt hopper barge was sunk 200 feet southwest of the northern buoy. The barge is upside down and is often called the “Upside Down Barge”. 
Sheridan, 50-80 feet, 15-24 meters, skill level-advanced

   The Sheridan lies within the Pinellas #2 Artificial Reef Site and is just 100 yards southeast of the USCG Blackthorn. The Sheridan is a fantastic wreck dive. The 180 foot tugboat lies upright and fully intact in about 75-80 feet of water. The tug lists about 50 degrees to starboard with its prop in place. The top of the wreck can be reached at 25-30 feet. The wreck is surrounded by concrete culverts and tires.

   Many consider the Sheridan to be one of the best dives in the Tamp/Clearwater area. The Sheridan is home to several Goliath Grouper and barracuda and always has lots of marine life to observe. Spanish mackerel, amberjack, crevelle jack, trigger fish, snapper, and even the occasional shark frequent the reef site. This is a great spot to take pictures of some large grouper. Advanced wreck divers will enjoy exploring the open compartments.
St Pete Beach Reef, 30-35 feet, 9-11 meters, skill level-novice:

   St. Pete Beach Reef is the most southern artificial reef location in Pinellas County. The reef was begun with bridge sections in 1976, a barge in 1984, and ten tanks were added in 1995.

   This artificial reef is just over file miles out from the Pass-A-Grille Channel Entrance Marker #2 and is a favorite spot for fisherman. The reef was about 300 feet in length and was started in 1976 when large concrete sections of the old Courtney Campbell Causeway and Skyway Bridge were sunk in about 30 feet of water.

   In 1984 a 200 foot steel barge was scuttled 50 feet west of the reef’s center. The U.S. Army deployed 10 obsolete combat vehicles in 1995. A yellow buoy marks the general location of the U.S. Army tanks. 

South County Artificial Reef, 30-45 feet, 9-14 meters, skill level-novice:

   The South County Artificial reef site lies 11 miles out from the Pass-A-Grille entrance marker and 10 miles from the St. John’s Pass entrance marker. South County is a quarter mile square artificial reef area in which two reefs have been developed. The center of the square is marked by a yellow buoy.
   The first reef developed, known as “Site One”, consists of 700 tons of concrete debris, light poles, and bridge pilings that were placed in 45 feet of water in October 2001.Site One has a round, white mooring buoy. The main concrete rubble pile is about 90 feet long, 25 feet wide and ranges from 15-17 feet high. About 25 feet to the south are five more piles of rubble and 75 feet to the north ate five more satellite piles. These smaller piles are about 10 feet in profile.

   The second site developed is Tug Orange.

Tug Orange, 40-45 feet, 12-14 meters, skill level-advanced:

   The Tug Orange is the highlight of the South County Artificial Reef. This 100 year old tug was sunk in 2003 and is home to a variety of game fish. Orange was a workhorse used to push railroad barges in the New York Harbor area before moving south and pushing ships around Tampa Bay. The Tampa Bay Towing company donated Orange to the Pinellas County Artificial Reef Program.
   The bridge was razed before the Orange was sunk in 45 feet of water in April 2003. The tug lies with a 50 degree list to port with her bow oriented south. A mooring buoy is attached to the bow making this wreck easy to locate. The tug is 200 feet east of the yellow buoy that marks the center of the South County Reef.

   The Orange and the surrounding reef are home to a variety of fish including Spanish and king mackerel, jacks, bonita, black sea bass, and Goliath grouper. Friendly nurse sharks and barracuda are often spotted near the tug.

Other Florida locations:

Boca Raton…  
Captain Tony/ M/V Becks
   The Captain Tony, a 167 foot long Dutch freighter originally named the M/V Becks, was scuttled on October 22, 1996 in 85 fws of water off the coast of Palm Beach/Boca Raton.

Budweiser Bar (Boca Raton): 80-95 feet, 24-29 meters, Skill level-Advanced
   This 167 foot long coastal freighter was built in 1965 and was used to transport dry goods to the Bahamas and Haiti. She was sunk in 1987 in 95 feet of water where she its today, upright with her bow to the South. Originally named the Olive M, she was renamed the Budweiser Bar after the company that donated one third of the money needed to sink her as an artificial reef. 

   Structure begins at 70 feet, with decks removed for easy diver access and hull penetration. The propeller  intact. Lots of snapper, barracuda, angelfish, and delicate corals adorn the wreck. There’s usually a 150 lb Jewfish that’s calls it home. 
   The dive is easy assuming there is little or no current, and the wreck is easily penetrable. Be warned though, that the area is popular with anglers, and there is a lot of monofilament with hooks on the wreck.

Jap Rock, 5-15 feet, 2-5 meters, skill level-advanced:

   Jap Rock is a beach dive at the north end of Boca Raton’s Spanish River Beach. The rocks are easy to spot breaking through the surface, forming a little “bay”. This site is a nice spot for snorkelers because of its shallow depth and large variety of tropical fish. Plenty of soft corals and sponges are found here, along with the occasional lobster or two.

   The current is often quite strong which is great for bringing in abundant marine life, but rip currents can make this a dangerous dive site. Make sure to check weather conditions before visiting this area. If it is a calm day, this is a great shallow dive, but poor weather makes this site hazardous.

San Remo, 45-65 feet, 14-20 meters, skill level-novice
   This section of the third reef line can be found about three miles north of the Boca Raton Inlet. This site ranges in depth from 45 to 65 feet and has several caves and overhangs which protect the variety of pelagic life which inhabits the area. Fish and invertebrates make this a great spot for night diving as well. Brotula sightings can be made by the lucky diver on a night dive in this area. Octopuses and squid also frequent the area. This is a great daytime or night dive and is also a good ledge for drift diving.

Sea Emperor, 45-70 feet, 14-21 meters, skill level-Intermediate

   Approximately one mile southeast of the Boca Raton Inlet lays the wreckage of the 171 foot Sea Emperor. This hopper barge lies upside down in 72 feet of water and is surrounded by 1,600 tons of drainage pipes and concrete pilings. These objects were originally intended to sit on the deck of the boat, but the ship flipped over while going down. Penetration is possible in many places along the wreck.

   The sea life here is rich and diverse. The drainage pipes have become home to many varieties of sea life. Two stingrays named Ray and Stubbly, a Moray eel names Baby, and a couple of Jewfish named Fred and Ethel are regularly sighted at this location. Nurse sharks, grouper, and snook also inhabit the area. One hundred feet east of the wreck is Stingray Alley, an area used to feed the southern stingray population that lives in this portion of the ocean.

Shark Ledge, 50-65 feet, 15-20 meters, skill level-advanced

   Shark Ledge is located five miles north of the Boca Raton Inlet. The ledge is 15 to 20 feet long and ranges in depth from 50 to 65 feet. Crevices and undercurrents allow for protection for much of the sea life that inhabits the area.

   The exciting feature of this site is the population of Caribbean reef sharks that frequent the ledge. Diver’s area almost guaranteed to spot a shark on every dive.

Fort Lauderdale…

Ancient Mariner, 45-70 feet, 14-21 meters, skill level-Intermediate
   The Coast Guard cutter was built in the 1930s and was originally known as the Nemesis, after the Greek goddess of vengeance. During WWII, she was used as a sub-chaser and a convoy escort. She was decommissioned in 1964 and sold to several firms before being remodeled to resemble an African steamer and becoming Fort Lauderdale’s first floating restaurant. The ship/restaurant sank in 1981, was raised, remodeled, and renamed several times before finally being purchased by a Hollywood dive club and donated to the artificial reef program. 
   The Ancient mariner was sunk in 70 feet of depth in 1991 to help in the formation of an artificial reef. She stretches 165 feet in length and lies in a depth range of 45 to 70 feet. Because of the several remodeling and the destruction caused by Hurricane Andrew, this ship offers opportunities for penetration at almost all levels. This dive is especially worthwhile for those interested in exploring the interior of this vessel.
The Caves/Twin Ledged Moorings (Fort Lauderdale):

   A shallow series of ledges located about 2 miles north from the Port Everglades Inlet. A system of 16 moorings mark a broken ledge varying in depth from 20 to 30 feet.

Panama City…
Spanish Shanty Barge (Panama City):

   This 150 foot wreck, also known as “Tar Barge”, sits in 20 feet of water off Shell Island in St. Andrews Bay.

Palm Beach…

Noula Express, 50-80 feet, 17-24 meters
   The Noula Express was the first joint project between the Broward and Palm Beach County Artificial Reef Programs and lies on the county line. The Noula Express wreckage lies among white sand and a small patch reef system and supports a rich fish community.

   This 114 foot steel hull freighter is located a little over one mile south-southeast of the Boca Raton Inlet. She was the first freighter to be sunk in this area. In her early years, after her sinking in 1988, this ship was very popular, especially for night diving. She was often decorated for different holidays to the delight of many divers. 

   Unfortunately, the hurricane force winds of Hurricane Andrew in 1992 tore Noula Express into two sections and smash and twisted much of the ship. A drug carrying submarine was welded shit and sunk southeast of the wheelhouse section of the Noula Express. 

   The Noula Express wreckage lies among sand and a small patch reef system. The bottom is at 78 feet with the profile reaching up to about 55 feet. Good algae growth supports a rich fish community, with divers reporting seeing bait fish, sport fish and occasionally barracuda.
United Caribbean 45-73 feet, 14-22 meters:

   The United Caribbean, a 150 foot coastal freighter, was known as the Golden Venture when she ran aground in 1993 just 200 yards off the New York coastline while carrying 228 Chinese illegal immigrants. Each immigrant had paid $30,000 to be smuggled into the United States. Ten of these immigrants jumped overboard in an attempt to save themselves but drowned trying to swim to shore. This event brought media attention to the smuggling ring that was behind this operation and they were brought to justice.

   After the immigration troubles, she was used briefly as a cargo boat in the Caribbean and renamed “United Caribbean”. When her owner was unable to pay the wages of its crew on the Florida to Haiti cargo run, the ship was left to rust in the Miami River. The Palm Beach County Department of Environmental Resource Management recued her and sunk her upright 73 feet down to create an artificial reef. 

   United Caribbean was scuttled near the wrecks Noula Express and Sea Emperor south of the Boaca Raton Inlet and about a mile offshore. She lies slightly southeast of the Sea Emperor with a 500 foot trail of concrete debris creating a pathway between the two wrecks. The ship’s profile is about 45 feet. Much of the sea life from the Sea Emperor has branched off and inhabited this wreck as well. Divers have spotted jacks, yellowtail and barracudas.
Pompano Beach…

Berry Patch 55-71 feet, 17-22 meters, Skill level-Intermediate

   The Berry Patch, a 65 foot steel tug that was sunk in 1987, was once known as the A. L. Spencer. The ship lies between the Hillsboro Inlet and the Pompano Pier about a mile offshore. It is about 150 feet south of the Ancient Mariner, another artificial reef. The Berry Patch lies in 71 feet of water.
   Due to natural wear and tear and the intense pressure put on the structure by Hurricane Andrew, and the superstructure of this ship has mostly collapsed and resettled over the years.

   One hundred-ten feet southwest of the ship lies a house boat named Chuck-A-Luck which is now also merely remains of its former self. This site attracts small tropical fish, amberjack, chub, garden eels, and mackerel.

Labonte Reef, 35-45 feet, 11-14 meters, skill level-novice

   Labonte Reef is located slightly over one mile north of the Hillsboro Inlet, offshore from the Hillsboro Landmark Condominium. This is a great beginner’s reef with a depth range of 35 to 45 feet at the sandy bottom.
   There are some great holes and outcroppings that are home to lobsters and small fish. Grouper and snapper are commonly seen here and hammerhead sharks have often been spotted at this location.

Opal Towers, 30-42 feet, 9-13 meters, skill level-novice

   The reef ledge approximately 2.5 miles north of the Hillsboro Inlet is known as Opal Towers. The area has a ledge which reaches as deep as 42 feet with a maximum 10 foot profile. Sponges, corals, lobster, eels, turtles, octopuses, parrotfish, angelfish, and many tropical fish inhabit this area

