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One-on-one with Sebastian Slovin
U-T profiles of notable local people

Nonprofit urges unplugging, reconnecting with nature

Q: What has yourown relation-
ship to digital medl aBnddevces
lookedlle?
Az Another key inspiration for
starting Mature Unplugged was
my relationship mmﬁm
media and devices. Around 2010,
1 found myself increasingly drawn
into the digital world, particularly
social media. This leftme feeling
more distracted and disconnected
from myself and those around me,
including my wife.

Since founding Nature
Unplugped in 2012, 've besnon
a journey to intentonally exam-
ine and improve my relationship
with techmology. My goal is to
use devices in ways that support
and benefit me, rather than as an
escape. While it's an ongoing chal-
lenge and far from perfect, being
mindfil of my tech use has made a
significant difference.

Qr Imyour work through Nature
Unplugged, what have you
leamed about the connection
between technol ogy and mental
heatth?
A:Whenwe started in 2002, the
research on this topic was just
beginning to emerpe. Fortunately,
since then (and especially in the
last few years), there has beenmore
and more of a focus on this topic.
There is o a tonof rese:
on the topic, and indisputsble
evidence that tech overuse, with
social media in particular, ne%-
tively affects our mental heals
This isespecially true of youth. In
shiort, since the early 20105 we have
seen a steady increase in youth
anxiety, depression, sttention
%icz]r{ders. self-harm, and suicide. I
ink it's also important to recog-
nize that this is not justa youth
issue. While the statistics are more
stagpering with youth, this is some-
thing that impacts most everyone,

regardless of age.

3 Cam you talk about your
OrEAnI ZATIoN"s Invohwenment in
thecounty's sulcide prevent on
work ? How and why did Mature
Unplugged become imiohed in
thess afforts?

Az My father's suicide had a huge
impact on me from an early age.
AsI potolder; I became more
interested in understanding what
happened tomy dad. The

to study and learn ing 1
could on the topic. As I pot more
involved in suicide prevention,

1 ended up connecting with and
becoming a member of the San
Dviepo Suicide Prevention Coumn-

=0 ¢lose to the beach and have some of the best surf spots Inthe county!

cil, and that has been invaluable.

in San Diego, but most impor-
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Before he could even swim himself, Sebastian Slovin remembers his father hoisting a 6-vear-old Sebas-
tiam on his hack and swimming in the deeper waters at La Jolla Cove. It's how his relationzship with nature
began, with his dad, who was one of the best and fastest swimmers in the world atone time.

“He treated the ocean, and everything in it, as an extension of his family, and I leamned to do the same.
This became especially true to me after he died. We spread his ashes in the ocean st La Jolla Cove. After
that. Ireally came o see the ocean and the beach as an extension of my family™ he said. His father, Vernon
Slovin, was a highly respected South African swimmer who died by suicide when Sebastian was & “When1
went to the beach and ocean. I viewed it as a time to visit with my dad. Owver time. my relationship with the
ocean expanded to other aspects of nature. I started to view the trees and grass (and everything in natore,
really) as an extension of my family. That's very muech how my present relationship with nature is today™

Slovin's passion for nature and its healing benefits began after his father’s passing, where he spent time
outside a5 3 way to heal. Nature continues to take a ]en%lg role in promoting his own mental health, which
is why he started Nature Unplupgped in 2012, a nonprofit orpanization forused on helping people to discon-
nect from their techno ?ev'jcesmdremnneﬂwiﬂ'l nature. They facilitate riunities to engage in
nature and, with his wife and co-founder, Sonya Mohamed, and her background in edwcation and curric-
vlum development, they also center their work around helping people develop healthy boundaries with
technology and scquiring mental well-being through education. Earlier this month, the San Diego County
Suicide Prevention Council released its “Report to the Commumity 2024, highlichting suicide preven-
tion efforts and collected dats; Nature Unplugged was included in the public relesse of this report, which
includes information on ressurces and programs, and normalizing conversations and screenings onsuicide
and mental health.

Slovin, 0, is the director of programs and co-founder of Nature Unpl
Mohamed and their son, Sy. He took some time to talk about 'I:l'lEiT'-U‘CﬂE:DJ

,and livesin Enu:ilﬂltns with
Ip people pet outside more
his own boundar-

frequently and improve their mental health, and the ways that he's been able to establi
ies with technology and improving his mental health.

WHAT | LOVE ABQUT EMCIMNITAS ... prevention, meaning it's not crisis
I'm s0 grateful to Ive and work In Encinitas. We work Inan amazing place at intervention; our goal i to give
The Hwve at Lakchtzg Cormmions. We've got awonderful community here, great  people tools and resources to
schools, 2 ot of access to parks and nature spaces, andwe'ne fortunatetobe  promote mental health earty and

tantly, it has become 2 community e In 2018, your book aboutyour

I've been able to expand my skills  oflikeminded individuals and experience withyour Tather’s
and knowledge to be more effec-  organizations, which issoincredi-  sulcide was published, “Ashes in
tive and prepared in helping to bly important in this work. theOcean: A Son’s Story of Living
prevent suicide. Being part of this Iwiew the work that we do Through and Leaming From His
group has made me sware ofthe  at Nature Unphugped as suicide Father's Sulcide? Are you com-
incredible resources we have here  prevendon. Ifsprobablynothow  Tortable shanngwhat compelied

people typically view suicide you towtte this book and share

idesilhy long before it reaches a crisis.

the story of your expaience
withsulcide?

A Losing myy father to suicide
had an encrmous impact o my
lifie from a young age. I've seen
firsthand the impact suicide can
have on a family and what those
left behind have to deal with. I
was compelled towrite this book
because, for mamy years, I didn’t
talk about or deal with my dad’s
suicide; I did whatever T could to
avoid it.

Asa-year-old, I didn’t fully
i what suicide was,
but I knew right away there was
something strange what
happened to my dad. That is, our
famnily and extended family basi-
cally stopped talking about him.

I could feel the stigma before I
understood what it was.

Growing up under the cloud of
this stigma, I sl:nﬁ*led. with my
own mental health and thoughts
of suicide as a teenaper. I was very
fortunate to have an ience
when I'was 17 that T think saved
my life and completely changed
my tive om suicide. To
make a long story short, Thad
the opporomity to meet and talk
with one of my dad's best friends,
who lived in Anstralia. He and my
father grew up together in South
Africa and were on the national
swim team topether. I didn’ kniow
it at the time, but his father also
died by suicide when he was a
boy. He essentially shared with
me that this (my dad’s suicide)
was something that T could not
run away from. Although it would
be difficult to face in the short
term, it would be much easier in
the long run. By facing my dad’s
suicide and bringing it out of the
shadows and into the light, I was
able to break through the stigma
and shame and begin to heal. Pve
been on that journey ever since.

3: Whatis the best acvice you've
ever recelved 7

Az Avoidance doesn't work; it's
better to face things head on.

Cx What is one thing p eople wold
b sunprised to find out about you?
A Tused to be a professional
bodyboarder (boogieboarder).
Like surfing, but less cool.

3 Please desoribe your ldeal

San Diepo weakend.

Az Staying close to home in Encin-
itas, spending time with my family
and hanging out at the beach at
Swamis. And, getting into the
oocean!




