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K nives are being used more and 
more in violent attacks than any 
other weapon. According to a 

recent article in The Age (Russell, 15 July 
2007),  the knife accounted for a third of all 
murders and attempted killings across the 
nation in the last year. In Victoria, at least 
44 people were stabbed, and 17 of those 
were fatal. Victoria Police’s statistics show 
that there were over 1000 assaults by 
offenders armed with a knife, including 22 
murders in 2005–06.

   In mid-July this year, a 15-year-old 
boy was stabbed by a gang, carrying 
knives and machetes, who gatecrashed 
a birthday party at a soccer club. In 
the experience of youth-worker Les 
Twentyman (Cowan, 16 July 2007), 80 per 
cent of young people now carry knives. 
However, although police fear a growing 
culture of knife-carrying among teenagers, 
they say there’s no evidence that the 
problem is actually getting worse.

The Victorian State Government plans 
to increase the maximum penalty for 
carrying a prohibited weapon, including 
flick-knives, daggers and butterfly knives, 
to two years and a $25,000 fine. In 2006, 
the NSW Government toughened its knife 
laws after a spate of stabbings, and there 
are further calls to double the penalties 
after a man was stabbed to death with a 
knife. In the ACT, there is also a push to 
double the penalty. More recently, a young 
woman in Hobart was jailed for five months 
for attacking another woman with a knife. 
She was given an 18-month sentence, with 
13 months suspended.

Knife laws in Australia have been, 
since the late ’90s, fairly uniform in their 
approach to ownership, possession and 
carriage of bladed weapons. Police are 
now empowered to apprehend and search 
anyone they reasonably suspect might 
be carrying a weapon of any sort on their 
person, or in their bag or car.

However, the problem is that ordinary 
knives (other than those prohibited by 
law), are easily available. Kitchen knives, 
pocket knives, etc. are not prohibited 

weapons and, as such, no licence or permit 
is required, but they are nevertheless a 
‘controlled weapon’, which means you must 
have a lawful excuse for carrying one. In 
some States and Territories, possession of 
a knife in a school is deemed an offence, 
regardless of the excuse.

What about carrying training knives? 
In a Blitz online forum thread at  
www.sportzblitz.net, I touched on this issue, 
and it’s well worth repeating here. It doesn’t 
really matter whether the knife is real or not 
— the test is whether there’s a perception 
in the mind of a reasonable person that you 
were carrying a weapon and threatening to 
use it. Say you were an undercover police 
officer. You just finished your duty, and went 
to the bank to withdraw some money. You 
are waiting in line, and someone spots a 
gun on you. He pounces on you, believing 
you’re about to rob the bank. Of course, he 
was wrong, but his thinking is like this: you 
had the means (i.e. the gun), the opportunity 
(i.e. you’re in the bank and, out of uniform, 
don’t look like a cop or security guard). 
But did you have the intent? Of course not 
— he read the situation wrongly.

Imagine then, if you carried your 
training knife, which had razor-like edges, 

into the bank. People will believe what 
they want to believe, and do what they 
think is right. Ultimately, the question will 
be asked of you, why were you carrying 
your training knife into the bank? If you 
have any prior convictions for armed 
robbery or assault, do you think anyone is 
going to believe that you’ve just finished 
a knife-defence class, and wanted to get 
some money over the counter? People 
will likely believe that you were going to 
get some money over the counter with 
your training knife!

As the law-makers are pushing for 
tougher sanctions and penalties, and with 
the growing demand for knife self-defence 
seminars in Australia, it’s important for all 
martial artists to be aware of the changing 
attitudes in the community and among law-
enforcement officers and regulators, as to 
the ownership, possession and carriage of 
blades in public. In the end, practise with 
your hands, feet and improvised defence-
tools, and leave your knives at home.

William Lye is Master of Laws and 
has been practising as a Barrister at Law 
for 19 years.  He can be contacted at 
wemlye@foleys.com.au  

The Knife Trend
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Knife attacks among young people are on the rise and, as 
martial artists, we must be aware of the resulting changes 
in law-makers’ attitudes.
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Pocket knives may 
be legal, but can 

still invite trouble 


