Scuba Diving in Florida
There are four very different diving environments here in Florida:

1. Gulf of Mexico

2. Atlantic Coast

3. Florida Keys

4. Caves, Springs, and Caverns of Central and North Florida
The Gulf of Mexico on the West Coast of Florida is a relatively shallow body of water which lacks much current.  This make the dives fairly easy since you don’t have to fight current – usually just the tides.  Almost all diving is off boats out of St. Petersburg, Bradenton, and Clearwater.  There is a popular shore dive for shark’s teeth out of Venice Beach, which is about an hour drive south of Tampa Bay down I-75.

Popular dives are a combination of wrecks, artificial reefs, and limestone ledges.  Some popular dives:

Wrecks:

The Sheridan and Blackthorn.  In 80’ of water, 20 miles west of St. Petersburg.  The Sheridan is tugboat and the Blackthorn a USCG Cutter.  Not much is left of the Blackthorn, but both wrecks have resident populations of Goliath Grouper (Jewfish), snapper, grouper, and barracuda.  The wrecks are somewhat “co-located” within 200’ of each other.

Mexican Pride.  In 120’ of water, approximately 35 miles SW of St. Petersburg.  A large wreck that is still intact.  Lots of Goliath Grouper, Snapper, Amberjack, …
Artificial Reefs:  
There are numerous reefs here off of Tampa Bay.  Most are made of a variety of materials; concrete rubble for old bridges, barges, .. and attract a variety of marine life: grouper, snapper, sharks, … 

Rube Allyn. Approximately 10 miles west of Clearwater.  A mix of concrete rubble and other material.

Pinellas County Reef. Approximately 6 miles SW of St. Petersburg. A reef consisting of M-60 tanks sunk to the bottom in the mid 90’s.

South County Reef.  Approximate 10miles W of St. Pete.  A mixed bag of material ranging from bridge rubble, to barges and pyramids.

The Atlantic Coast has a variety of dive ports, the most popular being Jupiter, West Palm Beach, and Pompano Beach.  Diving off this area is very different as the water gets much deeper than the Gulf of Mexico and the Gulf Stream Current is always present.  Here “drift diving” is the norm, where the dive boat takes you out to a reef in 60-90’ of water, drops you off with a dive master/instructor and you simply cruise the reef, staying in sight of the dive leader, who carries a dive float.  The dive boat monitors the dive based on the float, so it is essential that you stay close to the lead.  Boat traffic is extremely heavy in this part of Florida and staying within 300’ of the float is required.
From Pompano Beach to Jupiter, the dives and the reef gets progressively deeper.  Dives in Pompano Beach will range from 40’ at the Aqua Zoo and 60’ drift dives on the reef; to 90’ drift dives out of Jupiter.

One these drift dives you have the potential to encounter a wide range of marine life, grouper, wrasse, snapper, eels, sharks, porpoise, sailfish…  Underwater visibility is usually much better here than in the GOM due to the Gulf Stream Current.  Hard and soft corals are also more prevalent.

Wrecks.  There are a variety of wrecks off the east coast and at a variety of skill levels.

The Florida Keys are their own unique environment.  The Keys are the largest coral reef system in the U.S.  All diving is boat diving.  The two most popular Keys to dive out of are Key Largo and Key West.  You have two primary dive sites in the Keys; the Reef and Wrecks.

Reef dives are fairly shallow, ranging from 20’ to 80’, depending on where you are, and are fairly protected from the current.  At the 60-80’ depth, you can run into the edges of the Gulf Stream current.
Wreck dives range from 40’ to 400’ and the degree of difficult increases with the depth.  The two most popular wreck dives in the Keys are the Spiegle Grove out of Key Largo and the Vandenberg out of Key West.

The Spiegle Grove is in 135’ of water off Key Largo.  The top of the wreck is around 65’ of water.
http://spiegelgrove.com/
The Vandenberg was sunk in 2009 in 140’ of water off of Key West.

http://ussvandenberg.com/
Springs, Caverns and Caves of Central and North Florida.  The diving here is unique – fresh water technical diving in Springs, Caverns, and Caves.  There are special training and experience requirements for these sites and usually you will need to be accompanied by a dive shop that certifies you have the necessary training and experience.  Some of the better known sites are: Ginnie Springs, Blue Grotto, Eagles Nest, Devils Den, and Peacock Springs.  Some springs have a limited “Open-access” area and divers with their BOW certification can dive the open spring area, but not enter the caverns/cave systems.
Dive Shops.  The best way to get set up for diving is to go through a local dive shop here in the Tampa Bay area.  Frankly, there are good dive shops that sell/rent/service quality equipment and those that don’t.  
Diving through a local dive shop is generally easier.  They book your trip and you pay them – you just show up at the dive shop or boat and go.  They’ll make your reservation for the dive and the hotel if necessary – and you’re price will be better because they have already negotiated a lower price for repeat referrals.  The only thing you’ll need to do is provide a tip for the dive leader/DM (usually $10 per trip, so if you do two dives in a morning trip, tip the DM $10.  If you’re with the boat all day, doing four dives, then $20 is appropriate.
I would NOT recommend renting dive equipment in the Keys.  That equipment is used hard 12 month out of the year and not usually serviced on a regular basis due to the high demand.

Local Tampa Bay Dive Shops with good reputations:

Depth Perception Dive Center in Brandon.  Located at the corner of SR 301 and SR 60.  A PADI/NAUI training center.  Respected technical diving training center in Florida (Cave, Wreck, TriMix).
Bill Jackson’s Shop for Adventure.  On US19N in St. Pete (Pinellas Park). A NAUI training center.  Pool on site for in the water classes.
Jim’s Dive Shop.  On Bay Pines Blvd in St. Pete.  A SSI training center.  This shop is very much into spearfishing, scalloping, crabbing, and lobster trips.
Key Largo Dive Shops:

Horizon Divers. http://www.horizondivers.com/
Ocean Divers. http://www.oceandivers.com/
Key West Dive Shops:
Southpoint Divers. http://wwwsouthpointdivers.com
Jupiter, Florida Dive Shops.

Jupiter Dive Center. http://www.jupiterdivecenter.com/
Pompano Beach Dive Shops:
South Florida Diving Headquarters. http://www.southfloridadiving.com/
Hope this information helps.
