Survivors of Nottingham attack call for mental health system overhaul after killer’s repeated release
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Unfolding Tragedy: Survivors Speak Out After Nottingham Attacks
Amidst the aftermath of the Nottingham attacks, a survivor has shared her harrowing experience for the first time, expressing a heart-wrenching wish that she had been the one to die instead of two promising students. Sharon Miller, one of the victims of Valdo Calocane’s brutal rampage, reflects on the traumatic impact of the attack, which claimed the lives of University of Nottingham undergraduates Grace O'Malley-Kumar and Barnaby Webber, along with school caretaker Ian Coates.
In an interview with the BBC, Miller recounted how the attack left her with both physical and psychological injuries, hindering her career as a commercial cleaner, a job she held diligently for 27 years. At 46 years old, she now relies on a stick for mobility and is undergoing extensive rehabilitation. She vividly remembers the moment Calocane's van struck her: "I thought I was dying. I just wish he had taken me instead of the students." This sentiment resonates powerfully with fellow survivor Wayne Birkett, who was also seriously injured during the attack, asserting that both he and Miller feel that their lives, despite being irrevocably altered, should have been the price for the young victims' futures.
Calocane, 33, had a history of violent and erratic behaviour linked to his severe mental illness, paranoid schizophrenia. Prior to the attacks, multiple warning signs had been overlooked by healthcare and law enforcement agencies, including a stark prediction from a psychiatrist three years earlier that he could kill someone. An independent report later revealed that Calocane had not engaged with mental health services for about nine months before the attack, after being discharged due to his non-compliance with treatment. 
Calocane’s family has described his ongoing struggle with mental illness as indicative of a “broken” mental health system. His brother and mother articulated their frustration at the lack of effective intervention, highlighting that the system failed to provide meaningful treatment, instead merely managing his symptoms. The family underscored the urgent need for reform, asserting that stronger measures could have potentially prevented the tragic events of June 2023.
The sequence of missed opportunities raises uncomfortable questions. Calocane had been sectioned four times in less than two years, with his records indicating a worrying pattern of violence and mental instability. His violent incidents included a break-in at a neighbour’s flat and multiple interactions with law enforcement regarding aggressive behaviour. Despite these alarming behaviours, he was repeatedly released, with his mental health deteriorating significantly over time.
Miller has taken the opportunity of her public speaking to advocate for accountability. She and Birkett are hopeful for a forthcoming public inquiry, announced by Justice Secretary Shabana Mahmood, to investigate the systemic failings that allowed Calocane to remain at large. They seek clarity on why he was able to commit such heinous acts despite numerous warnings from both his family and professionals who interacted with him in medical settings.
Both survivors, in their quest for understanding and justice, have voiced the necessity for a coordinated approach across healthcare and law enforcement agencies. They stress the need for robust mental health provisions and better oversight to prevent such tragedies from recurring.
Mr Birkett, who suffers lasting cognitive impairments following the attack, poignantly notes the challenges he faces in daily life, including the frustration of losing memories and skills he once took for granted. As he grapples with profound changes, he credits his partner with "saving" him and providing the support he desperately needs.
As the inquiries move forward, the broader community watches closely, with many expressing solidarity with the victims’ families. Emma Webber, Barnaby’s mother, has called for a statutory inquiry into the failures of both the NHS and police, echoing the sentiment that accountability is necessary for the healing process.
The journey towards closure is fraught with challenges, but for survivors like Miller and Birkett, the fight for answers transcends personal pain. Their collective voices demand that lessons be learned from this tragedy, highlighting the critical importance of reform in mental health and public safety protocols.
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