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I t was reported in the Sun-Herald (5 
October 2005) that more than 500 illegal 
weapons were discovered in Western 

Australia by officers at the Fremantle Container 
Examination Facility. The cache, which had 
been imported from China on 14 September, 
included 168 trench knives, 12 daggers and 
110 knives with concealed blades. Customs 
officers also found 71 push-knives and 20 
ornamental scabbards, each containing two 
concealed blades, in 43 cartons of assorted 
novelty goods imported from China on 5 
September. Customs staff searched two 
premises in Perth on 23 September and seized 
another 161 knives with concealed blades and 
several other knives.

According to the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, in 2004, 32 per cent of attempted 
murders, 28 per cent of murders, 18 
per cent of robberies and 6 per cent of 
kidnappings/abductions were committed 
using knives. While in recent years, Australia 
has seen a downward trend in the use 
of firearms in crime, the knife remains a 
significant and more prevalent weapon 
throughout the country. Reasons for this 
arguably include the practical uses of a 
knife as a domestic tool, the relative ease 
with which a knife can be acquired and 
concealed, and the difficulty in defining and 
thereby banning such a weapon.

Because knives can be categorised 
primarily as tools, they remain prevalent in 
society despite laws that have been enacted 
to control and/or prohibit them. In order to 
combat this, Australia, as with many other 
countries around the world, prohibited or 
controlled many knives that are possessed 
or used without a lawful excuse (e.g. a 
licence or permit) throughout the country. 
These regulations are listed in each State/
Territory’s Act or Regulations that controls 
the use of weapons. 

The definition of what constitutes a knife, 
however, is fairly complicated. In some states 
such as Victoria and New South Wales, 
specific knives that are categorised as 
prohibited or controlled weapons are listed 
in the legislation. These generally include 

weapons such as the dagger, knuckle-knife 
and throwing blade, knives where the blades 
can be concealed such as the butterfly 
knife, flick-knife and double-ended knife, as 
well as the push-knife, trench knife, ballistic 
knife and many others. On the other hand, 
other States/Territories such as the ACT 
and Tasmania leave their definitions very 
broad, by simply stating that a knife is any 
sort of blade (ACT) or by not defining it at all 
(Tasmania simply notes “offensive weapons”).

In addition to the requirement of carrying 
a lawful permit or licence, the High Court in 
Taikato v The Queen (1996) said a reasonable 
excuse for carrying a prohibited weapon would 
include: if a person is carrying it to surrender to 
police officers or relevant authorities. Ultimately, 
when faced by an aggressor wielding a knife, 
it’s based on a value judgement by the court 
as to whether there is a well-founded fear of 
attack by the person carrying the knife, or 
whether there is likely to be an attack on that 
person. However, possession of a knife for 
the purpose of possible, future self-defence 
will not be a lawful excuse. So, if you’re 
threatened by an assailant with a knife and 
you, being a skilled knifer, pull out your own 
blade and your assailant dies as a result, you 
might still face charges.

Last year in the US, Harvard grad’ student 
Alexander Pring-Wilson was cleared of 
first-degree murder by a jury, but convicted 
of voluntary manslaughter in the stabbing 
death of an 18-year-old father in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. He was granted a new trial 
this year, based on a recent higher court 
decision that allows defendants who claim 
self-defence in murder trials to bring in 
evidence about the victim’s alleged history 
of violence. Pring-Wilson was a well-
travelled honour student who spoke several 
languages, planned to attend law school and 
had barely a blemish on his record.

Prosecutors claimed Pring-Wilson stabbed 
Michael Colono five times, once in the heart, 
during a late-night street fight on 12 April 
2003, because he was angry at the teen for 
making fun of him as he stumbled drunkenly 
past. But Pring-Wilson claimed he acted in 
self-defence after being attacked by Colono 
and Samuel Rodriguez, Colono’s cousin. 
Pring-Wilson maintained he mistakenly 
approached their car because he thought they 
were hailing him for directions. He said he 
reached for the four-inch Spyderco foldable 
blade in his pocket after being repeatedly 
punched and kicked in the head by the 
Colono and Rodriguez. Within seconds, the 
blade fatally sliced into the victim’s heart.

Despite the legislature’s attempt to ban 
certain types of knives, people are still 
carrying foldable knives, which are not 
prohibited, though their lethal capabilities 
cannot be underestimated. As martial 
artists, training with edged weapons can 
help us overcome fear and learn self-
control. It’s my view that all martial artists 
should not only be aware of how to defend 
themselves from a knife attack, but also fully 
appreciate the laws governing the use and 
possession of knives.

William Lye is a Master of Laws and has 
been a practising Barrister for 17 years. He 
can be contacted at william@lye.com.au 

(The author acknowledges the help of 
his legal assistant, Lacey Laken, in writing 
this column.) 

The importation of illegal weapons into Australia has recently increased 
and the prevalence of knife use in crime has ramifications for self-defence 
practitioners and knife-enthusiasts.  
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