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BY REBECCA LIEBSON
Times Staff Writer

Over the past decade, Justin Cal-
lahan watched the evolution of
downtown St. Petersburg unfold
aroundhim.
From the porch of his 1920s

bungalow apartment, he saw a
block of efficiency apartments get
torn down and replaced by mil-
lion-dollar townhomes. He saw
an old hotel converted into trendy
studios that get pricier with each
year. He sawmodest homes repur-
posed asAirbnbs.
Then, in September, he got a

notice that his lease would end in
May. His property manager, Times
Square Properties, could not be
reached for comment.
“It was a feeling of ‘oh, it finally

happened to us,’” said Callahan,
35.
When he scanned downtown

for rentals, he found plenty of
flashy new high-rises but noth-
ing that came close to the $1,200 a
month hewas paying.
As longtime residents like Cal-

lahan struggle to find affordable
housing, some have criticized the
proliferation of luxury condos and
apartments in St. Petersburg and
Tampa. They fear that these proj-
ects are driving up housing costs
for the entire community.
Others say our cities need more

growth, not less, to solve the hous-
ing shortage and bring prices
down.
The Tampa Bay Times reviewed

building permit records in the cit-
ies of Tampa and St. Petersburg.
More than half of the 64 largemul-
tifamily housing projects that have

Why are
luxury
condos
thriving?
In the past five years,
rents have risen
38% inTampa and
36% in St. Petersburg.

Hundreds of Tampa Bay
Times readers have helped
us reach our fundraising
goal.
From all of us here: Thank

you!
As of noon Saturday, we

raised $76,000 online from
718 donors for our annual
weeklong “It’s Your Times”
campaign. We’ve gotten
$4,967 more from 27 con-
tributors who sent checks.

The targetwas $75,000.
We are heartened and

inspired by your generosi-
ty and your willingness to
support the local journalists
who bring you the news. The
money raised from this cam-

paign goes toward the sala-
ry of a reporter at the Times
and helps pay for our abili-
ty to obtain documents and
data for stories through the
end of the year.
Many readers have left

encouraging messages on
our fundraising page. The
notes underscore how much
the Tampa Bay Times means
to them.
And your support means

somuch to us.
One donor, who identi-

fied himself only as “dad,”
pledged $100. “So my kids
will have a trusted voice
when surrounded by misin-
formation,” hewrote.
Contributions have ranged

from $5 to $6,798. The aver-
age donation: $108.97. This
is our third annual fund-
raiser, and the number of

TampaBayTimeshits fundraisinggoal
Editor’s note
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Justin Callahan carries out the
final boxes while moving from
his apartment in St. Petersburg.

BYCHRISTOPHER SPATA
Times Staff Writer

I
t happens all day, in any corner of
TampaBay.
A gambler approaches a store-

front with blacked-out windows
in a worn strip plaza, or a building
along a highway cutting through
sprawl. The sign outside reads

“arcade.”
In the blank eye of a security camera, the gam-

bler presses a button and hears the approving
click of an unlocking door.
The gambler steps into a dark parlor of glowing

screens with cascading lines of fireballs and cher-
ries. Bells and explosions bleep and bloop over
the tap-tap-tap of plastic buttons, each tap cost-
ingmaybe a quarter, or a dollar or $10.
When the gambler wins, they shout, “Cash

out!” from their free-rolling office chair. An atten-
dant verifies the screen, wary of rampant fraud,
then counts out cash.
When the gambler loses, there’s an ATM a few

feet away.
With few exceptions, like the Seminole Hard

Rock casino on a 9-acre reservation outside
Tampa, slot machines are illegal in Tampa Bay —
and the rest of the state.
Yet if you are in Pinellas, Hillsborough, Pasco or

Manatee County, illegal slots are never far away.
The Tampa Bay Times visited nearly 30 gam-

bling arcades towatch this scene play out.
The “game rooms,” as they’re known in the

industry, don’t advertise and often don’t appear
on Google Maps. Some bear only opaque win-
dows and a buzzer, found by word of mouth.
Legal names of the businesses differ from sig-
nage, and names on paperwork often turn up

They seem to be everywhere in the bay area …

See SLOTS, 10A

In Florida, gamblers can only play at casinos,
yet “arcades” offer slot machines nearby.
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See CONDOS, 6A

I L L E G A L

Outside the Happy Time Arcade at 401 49th St. S in St. Petersburg.
Last week, it was still operating despite a warning from police.

Scan to
donate
Visit
qrco.de/bdyB5O
to support local
journalism.See KATCHES, 17A
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