A Local’'s Guide to Living in Tampa: 14
Things You Need To Know Before
Moving Here

Florida Tampa Bay

by Liz Taylor Posted on September 18, 2023

Thinking about moving to Tampa? As a lifelong resident of the area who's lived on both
sides of Tampa Bay, | don't blame you. This area has so much to offer beyond the
fabulous weather that it's hard not to gush about living in Tampa.

But trust me, there are both great and not-so-great things about this city on Florida's
West Coast, a place where so many people come to vacation and then dream of
making it their home some day. And | think you deserve to get all the details before
you decide to join the steady stream of newcomers seeking sunshine and sandy
beaches.

Sit back, grab a refreshing tropical drink, and read on to get a local's idea of what living
in Tampa is really like — from the practical facts to the fun stuff.

Planning @ move to Tampa? Start by getting a quote from PODS.

1. Looking for the best places to live in Tampa? They
might be across the bay.

It makes some locals crazy (especially my husband), but “Tampa” has become
shorthand for referring to the entire Tampa Bay metro area. It's understandable,
considering that even the Tampa Bay Rays actually play baseball in St. Petersburg — a
city 30 to 40 minutes across the bay from Tampa.

Much like the San Francisco Bay area, the Tampa Bay region has distinct communities
on both sides of its bay. About 3.2 million people live in the Tampa Bay Metro region,
which encompasses four counties: Hillsborough, Pinellas, Pasco, and Hernando.

Here's a quick primer to help you get oriented:

Hillsborough County (population: 1.5 million)

Home to Tampa and Tampa International Airport (TPA), Hillsborough has a total area of
1,266 square miles — making it bigger than the state of Rhode Island. Besides Tampa,
Hillsborough includes the smaller cities of Temple Terrace and Plant City, plus several
sprawling unincorporated areas like Brandon, Carrollwood, Westchase, New Tampa,
and others. Favorite Tampa neighborhoods include:

¢ Carrollwood: Filled with shady mature oaks, this early Tampa suburb with
comfortable homes built mostly in the ‘60s and ‘70s is about a 30-minute drive
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northwest of downtown.

¢ Westchase: A massive master-planned community started in the ‘90s,
neighborhoods in Westchase are known for their neotraditional style, family-friendly
sidewalks, and other amenities.

¢ Brandon: Once a region of cow pastures and orange groves, Brandon
neighborhoods offer families affordable — but getting pricier — Florida living just east
of Tampa.

Pinellas County (population 972,000)

This is where all those gorgeous Tampa Bay beaches are located, along with St.
Petersburg, Clearwater, and about two dozen smaller cities. The St. Pete-Clearwater
International Airport is also here — sometimes a convenient travel alternative to busy
TPA. (For a deeper dive into these quintessential Florida communities, see Best St.
Petersburg Neighborhoods and Living in Clearwater, Florida.) Here, we'll spotlight
these favorites:

e St. Petersburg: Living in St. Pete (locals’ shorthand) means a vibrant downtown
chock full of restaurants, retail, and shops — from thrift stores to elegant boutiques —
just minutes from the Gulf beaches.

e Gulfport: This little town celebrates Old Florida charm and all that's indie with an
eclectic mix of bungalows and waterfront condos — all just 15 minutes west of
downtown St. Pete and east of St. Pete Beach.

¢ Clearwater: From waterfront palaces on Clearwater Beach to modest but solid
concrete block homes in Greenbriar, this city of about 116,000 connects to Tampa via
the Courtney Campbell Scenic Highway and Trail, a 10-mile stretch of bridges and park
land.

¢ Dunedin: With its thriving, highly walkable downtown area and beaches on
Honeymoon and Caladesi Islands, this small city of close to 36,000 is in high demand
by both families and retirees.

Pasco County (population: 591,000)

People of all ages are heading for the lower prices in Pasco. And while sprawling
subdivisions used to be the hallmark of this once-farming-focused county just north of
Tampa, new communities like Mirada, home to the world's largest manmade lagoon,
are sparking interest and attracting fresh residents. Generally speaking, areas including
Wesley Chapel and Land O’ Lakes attract younger families, while New Port Richey and
Dade City tend to appeal to retirees.

e Wesley Chapel: Planned communities abound in this 'burb, anchored by the
enormous Seven Oaks. With the brand-new Avalon Park, Wesley Chapel will finally get
a "downtown” city center of shops, restaurants, and green spaces.

e Zephyrhills: Just over 20,000 people call this quaint city home, with a charming
downtown historic district and annual festivals that draw visitors from all over.
Hernando County (population: 201,000)

Farther north, developments in Spring Hill and Brooksville are picking up steam as
some of the most affordable locations in Tampa Bay. It's a mixed bag, though: Former
pristine farmland is now being taken over by construction, and traffic is getting worse.
But for Tampa commuters, the price is still right. And where else can you watch live
mermaids frolic in freshwater springs?

¢ Brooksville: The Hernando County seat, once known as Melendez, was settled in
the mid-1800s. Today, about 9,500 people live here, many of wham make the drive an
hour south to Tampa every day. The historic downtown area is growing, with new
dining and shopping options sharing space with charming mainstays from the old days.
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(Source: Kindel Media via Pexels)

2. Housing prices are increasing the cost of living in
Tampa, Florida.

If you're moving to Tampa to save money, you may be disappointed. Most online cost
of living calculators and studies that crow about Tampa's affordability are simply out of
date. Be sure to do your own research before you get your heart set on warmer
weather.

The average rent for a Tampa apartment was about $1,925 in July 2023, which is higher
than the national average of $1,700. Experts recently told the Tampa Bay Times that
newcomers moving to Tampa Bay from more expensive cities are driving up costs
here. Talk about irony.

If you're buying a home here, you may still save a bundle compared to bigger city
markets like New York City, San Francisco, and D.C. The average home value in Tampa
is $393,100, down 1.1 percent from a year ago, according to Zillow. In Hillsborough
County overall, the average value is $386,800 — a bit higher than the U.S. as a whole,
which sits at $349,800. Over in Pinellas County (St. Petersburg-Clearwater), the average
home value is $396,900, but don't expect those prices to get you very close to the
beach.

To find a more affordable home, many people are going to Pasco or Hernando
counties to the north, which are farther from the employment centers in Tampa-St.
Petersburg-Clearwater. Here's a quick snapshot:

¢ Tampa: $393,100

¢ Hillshorough: $386,800
¢ Pinellas: $396,900

¢ Pasco: $346,600

s Hernando: $354,000

s United States: $349,800

Source: Zillow typical home value data as of july 2023

What else should you know about the cost of living in Tampa, Florida? It's a mixed bag.
Food prices at the grocery store and restaurants trend lower than the national average,
and there’s no state income tax (yay!). On the flip side, the overall cost of living in
Tampa is 1.3% higher than the national average. Homeowners and car insurance rates
are high, property taxes are no bargain, and don't even think about trying to get by
without a car (more on this later).
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U.S.

If you're not moving to Tampa Bay to retire, then you probably need to consider the job
market and what you can expect to make. Unfortunately, local incomes aren't even
close to keeping up. Tampa Bay's average hourly wage of $27.64 (in May 2022) was 7
percent below the national average of $29.76, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics.

There's good news on the jobs front, though: The Florida Dept. of Commerce reported
in February 2023 that the Tampa Bay region created more private-sector jobs than any
other metro area in the U.S. during the previous year.

Al
property taxes than your neighbors who've owned their homes for a while. That's
because Florida’s “Save Our Homes Cap” rewards longer-term homeowners by limiting
annual increases in the taxable value of their homes.

For example, our new neighbors who moved here recently from New York City have to
pay nearly twice as much in property taxes as we do, even though the market value for
our Tampa home is much higher. I'm not kidding. We pay about $2,000 in taxes for a
2,000-square-foot home compared to their bill of just under $4,000, and our home is
about twice as large. Sadly, this tax bill disparity happens whether you're a long-time
Floridian buying your first home or if you just moved to the state. | know, it hardly
seems fair!

Local’s Tip: If the home is your primary residence, be sure to file for the Homestead
Exemption, or you'll pay even more. The good news is you do get to keep most of your
“Save Our Homes" benefits if you sell one Florida home and buy ancther in the state —
as long as you make the purchase within two years after selling. The main lesson is to
double check what your property taxes will be when you're buying a home, as they may
be much more than what the sellers have been paying.

Q: Is it better to live in Orlando or Tampa?

A: That depends on your preferences. Although pockets of each of these two popular
Florida cities share a few similarities — Orlando’s Winter Haven, for instance,
architecturally and culturally resembles Tampa's Hyde Park — they're distinctive in
their own ways. The first and most obvious difference? Theme parks. Walt Disney
World dominates Central Florida, and all of its offshoots and competitors have made
the region Vacation Central for the entire world. Sure, Tampa has Busch Gardens. But

5. Homeowners and car insurance are more expensive in
Tampa than in most other cities.

Higher insurance premiums are another expense you should factor into your budget if
you're thinking about moving to Tampa.

First, let's talk car insurance. Even if you have a super-clean driving record, chances are,
you'll pay more for car insurance in Tampa than most other places. At $2,947 for the
average annual full coverage premium, Florida ranks among the most expensive states
for full auto insurance coverage, according to MarketWatch. Within Florida, rates in
Tampa and other major cities are considerably higher than in smaller towns because of
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