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The nunchaku is not only one of the most popular weapons around but also one of the 
most controversial. How is this weapon viewed by the law in Australia?

In the USA, at least 20 states have 
legislations declaring nunchaku as deadly 
or dangerous. However, some states 

do not prohibit possession of nunchaku. In 
Australia, the nunchaku is classified as a 
prohibited weapon or restricted item (which 
requires a permit or licence to own) in the 
ACT, NSW, Qld., SA, Vic. and CTH. It is 
a controlled weapon or dangerous article 
(which requires only a lawful excuse to own 
one) in NT, WA and Tas.

The nunchaku has been part of Okinawan/
Japanese history for several centuries. It 
is said that it was originally designed as a 
farmer’s tool used to separate chaff from 
grain and subsequently developed into a 
defensive weapon used against a samurai 
sword.  Its popularity is partly due to its simple 
construction. The two handles are generally 
made of hardwood sticks and connected 
by a rope, cord, wire or chain. However, the 
nunchaku is a very versatile weapon and can 
be used to strike, block, twist, lock and choke.

There is little disagreement that nunchaku 
are inherently deadly. It has been said that 
a nunchaku can whirl at 160 km per hour. It 
can certainly inflict serious injury or death 
and almost all cases that end up in the 
Courts deal with the perpetrator using the 
nunchaku unlawfully against another person.

In R v Sara Fotini Bird [2000] QCA 94, 
appalling offences were committed by two 
women (Bird and Schipper) in the context 
of a lesbian relationship between them and 
a shared commitment to a satanic precept. 
The accused Bird had fantasised about 
cruelly killing others and when they ran out 
of money, they decided to rob a vulnerable 
elderly woman walking alone in daylight 
hours in the Noosa National Park.

The two weapons used to inflict serious 
bodily harm to the elderly woman were the 
knife and nunchaku. Schipper hit the woman 
with considerable force about 20 times with 
heavy nunchaku. The victim had nunchaku 
slashes to her skull; other injuries included 
pierced right lung, slashed throat, muscle 
damage to her neck, slashed nerves and 
muscles in her face. 

Both the accused were approximately 
18 years of age. Bird pleaded guilty to 
attempted murder and Schipper pleaded 
guilty to grievous bodily harm with 
intent. Bird was sentenced to 20 years 
imprisonment and Schipper got 11 years.  
On appeal, the Court of Appeal reduced 
the sentence to 16 years and 9 years 
respectively. However, one of the three 
judges of appeal dissented. Although it is 
difficult to come to grips with the actions of 
these two young women, particularly their 
sadism and their plain moral wickedness, this 
case is a classic example of how traditional 
kobudo weapons like the nunchaku are 
often associated with crimes of violence 
committed by non-martial artists.

Given the gravity of offences committed, 
and particularly with the use of the 
nunchaku, one might ask: How did Schipper 
come to possess a nunchaku? Why is 
the nunchaku a preferred weapon used by 
unskilled persons? Should its availability be 

totally restricted? Most true martial artists 
would disagree that the nunchaku should 
be outlawed because they consider the 
nunchaku as a tool in the further development 
of their martial arts training and particularly in 
achieving dexterity and coordination. It is its 
misuse that stigmatises the weapon.

Today, the nunchaku is considered 
a “martial arts weapon” used mainly by 
karateka in their kobudo training. The 
nunchaku is used by the martial artist to 
build dexterity, timing, mind and body 
coordination and as an aid to develop 
a wider sphere of consciousness and 
awareness. It is an effective weapon in 
trained hands.  It is, therefore not surprising 
that there are no reported cases in Australia 
that deal with the martial artist using the 
nunchaku improperly. Despite the fact that 
the kitchen knife is probably used more often 
in crimes of violence then the nunchaku, this 
Okinawan weapon has certainly received 
adverse publicity and its popularity among 
martial artists could be diminishing.

However, for those who are not strictly 
practising with nunchaku as part of their 
kobudo training, why have them? It would 
certainly be unlawful for the martial artist 
to use the nunchaku in self-defence even 
if he or she has a licence to possess one. 
Perhaps, the nunchaku is still seen as an 
exotic weapon popularised by Bruce Lee 
and is more of a collector’s item. However, 
even those who practise the nunchaku could 
sustain serious bruises and fractures.

The fad in the ’70s and ’80s has gone 
with the demise of Bruce Lee and the 
perception is that the nunchaku is no longer 
socially acceptable or lawful to possess. In 
the end, all martial artists should remember 
that weapons training is a privilege, and with 
that comes the responsibility to use them 
legally and protect the integrity of the martial 
arts community.
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