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Fire
How Easy Is It to 
Obtain a Gun?
BY SKY THOMAS GIDGE

O
n the morning of August 

14, 2012, a plainclothes 

po l i ce  o f f i ce r ’s  bu l le t 

entered Zhou Kehua’s 

temple and ended the life 

of one of China’s most notorious serial killers. 

Nicknamed ‘brother headshot,’ Zhou’s modus 

operandi was simple: he waited at banks for 

people making large withdrawals then fired 

point-blank into his victim’s skull before taking 

the money. 

Thought to have committed at least 

nine murders, he avoided police for eight 

years while killing in cities from Nanjing to 

Changsha, before being shot dead in an 

alleyway in Chongqing. The last bullets to 

The one source who suppl ied a 

number to us that was likely accurate added 

the caveat that we could not print it. 

The most detailed information turns out 

to be from a 2015 report by the Washington 

DC-based Jamestown Foundation. The 

organization describes itself as a politically 

neutral source of information that should 

be available through official channels, “but 

sometimes isn’t.” 

‘Mapping China’s Small Arms Trade: 

China’s Illicit Domestic Gun Trade’ paints a 

picture of an active and growing gun market 

in China and estimates that thousands of 

groups sell firearms through underground 

channels.

spiral from the barrel of Zhou's Black Star, 

a domestically manufactured pistol based 

on a Soviet design, were at pursuing police 

officers.
Zhou was apparently an aberration. In 

a country with strict gun laws, Zhou turned 

heads every time he pulled the trigger.

But how rare are illegal guns really? 

That proved a very difficult question to 

answer. Figures provided by the National 

Bureau of Statistics draw no distinction 

between cases involving illegal guns, knives 

or any other sort of weapon. In addition, a 

carefully curated media means incidents may 

go unreported to maintain China's image as a 

gun-free nation. 

O

4 4  |  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 6  |  G Z  |  W W W . T H AT S M A G S . C O M

COVER  STORY



LAYING 
DOWN 
THE LAW
“No individual or unit may possess, 
m a n u f a c t u r e  ( i n c l u d i n g  a l t e r  o r 
assemble), trade, transport, rent or lend 
firearms in violation of the law.”

That ’s  the  cen t ra l  tene t  o f  the 

Firearms-Control Act, and the penalties 

are harsh for those that transgress. Lesser 

offences related to illegally dealing with 

guns, ammunition or explosives entails a 

fixed-term of imprisonment not less than 

three years but not more than 10. If the 

circumstances are serious – for instance, 

manufacturing more than 20 guns or selling 

more than 10 – the minimum an offender can 

expect is a decade in jail, though the judge 

has the option to sentence a person to life in 

prison or even death.

Who Has Authority to Use Guns?
Legal firearms in China are divided into 

three categories: military firearms, firearms 

for official use and firearms for civilian use. 
Anyone possessing a firearm must have a 

permit.

‘Official use’ mainly refers to police 

attached to public security, prisons and 

courts, as well as customs personnel, guards 

of important state defense enterprises, 

financial institutions, storehouses and 

scientific research institutions.
 

Firearms for civilian use are 
confined to:

1. Sports units, including for-profit 

shooting ranges

2. Hunting grounds, delineated areas 

where hunters and herdsmen may possess 

rifles; it is forbidden to leave these areas 

with a firearm
3.  Wildl i fe  protect ion,  breeding 

and research institutions, if firearms are 

necessary in their operations

“Private possession of firearms and 
illegal high-powered air rifles is on the rise in 
China,” says the report’s author, Zi Yang, via 

email. “Arrests of gun suppliers – ranging 

from large trans-provincial networks to local 

mom-and-pop businesses – is a common 

occurrence, indicating a rise in demand.” 

Gun suppliers? In China? It begged 

an obvious question: could we find one?
Entering the pinyin for ‘buy a gun’ 

into Baidu led us to a website with a banner 

proclaiming it sold anti-bird guns, with a 

graphic below listing ‘real guns’ among the 

products. The guns listed for sale, often 

pictured with bullets beside them, ranged 

in price from RMB2,000 for a domestically 
made pistol to RMB8,000 for a Remington 
rifle.

After about 10 phone calls to the 

national Internet complaint center in Beijing, 

we were told they were not aware of the 

website and that ‘relevant departments’ 

would be notified.
The gun website’s customer service 

representative was much more helpful. 

“If you decide you want one, we’ll 

send a person with the product to you,” the 

agent typed over QQ. Identified as ‘hunter’ in 
Chinese, the agent said we could check the 

gun before paying for it and the firearm could 
be delivered to Guangzhou the next day. 

But this seemed a little bit too easy. 

The site was the number-one result on 

Baidu. ‘Hunter’ was openly talking about guns. 

Was it a trap? We got the feeling that That’s 
PRD may have been a QQ message away 

from a police sting.

We deferred to the expert. Yang looked 

at the conversation and said it appeared 

legitimate, explaining it wasn’t an issue of 

whether or not you could get guns in China, 

but a question of whether you want to take the 

risk. 

“You always have access to guns – 

whether through personal connections or 

the Internet – but the risk is high given the 

tough laws involved,” he says. “They include 

a possible life sentence or execution for the 

purchaser.”

We asked ‘hunter’ to provide a picture 

of one of the guns, including bullets, to prove 

the company was pedaling real weapons. After 

that, ‘hunter’ went silent.

According to the Jamestown Foundation 

report, face-to-face gun delivery is not the 

norm; instead, groups have a buyer purchase 

a legal item on Taobao before shipping the 

weapons in separate pieces to a customer.

Chinese police busted one ring in 

November 2015 after discovering several 

pieces of guns in packages in Inner Mongolia. 

After a seven-month investigation, police 

seized 1,180 guns and six million bullets from 

a gang operating out of a house in Hunan, 

according to Xinhua, which quoted a police 

officer as saying that the gang had made four 
million yuan in profit.

With so much money at stake, it seems 

some are willing to take the risk that comes 

with selling weapons. A 2014 report posted 

on the China National Radio website looked 
at a group that claimed to be able to deliver 

guns – including AK-47s – to locations across 

the country. How could one organization have 

such reach? Franchising.

The group's requirements to become a 

franchisee included connections with police, at 

least 30 guns in personal stock and access to 

potential customers.

Gunrunners are embracing e-commerce 

just like the rest of us, albeit with a bit more 

caution. Instead of openly talking about buying 

and selling guns, they buy and sell ‘dogs.’

The Chinese word for dog, gou, is a 

rough English homophone for gun. Online, 

would-be gun buyers refer to a handgun as a  

hand dog, an assault rifle as an assault dog 

Private 
possession 
of firearms 
and illegal 
high-
powered air 
rifles is on 
the rise
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and ammunition as dog food. 

The majority of ‘dog’ purchasers are 

people that work in industries that straddle the 

line between legal and illegal – think massage 

parlor owners, shady night club bosses – 

and buy guns for personal protection from 

criminals they deal with, according to a 2012 

report published in the Journal of Henan 
Police College.

But it’s not just back-alley hustlers 

making use of  f i rearms. One recent ly 

executed Sichuan CEO had the unfair 

business advantage of an armed militia. Liu 

Han became a billionaire after building the 

Hanlong Group into a huge private enterprise.

Liu armed his lackeys with military-

grade weaponry, which were mostly used 

to threaten people who got in the way of his 

illegal businesses, but also as an element 

of intimidation in the company’s aboveboard 

operations. Needless to say, the Hanlong 

Group tended to win bids.

Liu, who was lauded in 2010 in the 

Sydney Opera House after promising billions 

in investment in Australia, was executed in 

2015. Of the charges he faced, one was  

weapons trafficking. The majority of Liu’s 

fortune l ikely didn’t  come from sel l ing 

weapons – the Hanlong Group has big stakes 

in the energy industry – but we can make a 

good guess about the source of the weapons 

he peddled: China.

“Most [guns sold] are made in China, 

since the production cost is low and the 

production rate can be high,” says Yang.  

“Imports are more expensive given the risk 

involved in smuggling.”

Despite Huanggang Port being China’s 
largest port of entry, Hong Kong customs 

reports not having intercepted any guns in 

the last decade.

Instead, the guns on the Chinese 

market are manufactured domestically or 

pilfered from weapons factories or military 

arsenals, according to a 2008 Wall Street 

Journal report. 

Since that article was published, China 

passed Germany to become the third largest 

arms exporter in the world as of 2014, seeing 

a 143 percent leap in arms exports between 

2009 and 2014, according to the Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute. With 
more guns leaving China, chances increase 

that some will be left behind.

Tu r n i n g  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  b a c k  t o 

unearthing a legitimate gun vendor, we had a 

quick browse on Google, which proved even 

less fruitful than Baidu. 

One page promised “gun sa les 

customer service” and was blocked on the 

mainland Internet, giving it a bit more credit 

as a potential dealer. The page contained a  

verbose pledge to provide quality customer 

Guns on 
the Chinese 
market are 
pilfered from 
weapons 
factories 
or military 
arsenals
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INSIDE GUANGZHOU 
HUALIAN 
SHOOTING CLUB
It’s 11am on a Tuesday morning when we 

take Line 6 to the last stop, Changban, and 

hop in our Didi driver’s scratched-up Buick. 

He seems like a chipper guy, luckily, since 40 

kilometers of bleak, unmarked country roads 

lie ahead.

The GPS guides us deep into rural 
Baiyun District, up a gravel drive and, finally, 
face-to-face with a desolate wooded pass.

Our driver pauses suddenly, squinting 

at us in his rearview mirror as if gauging 

whether or not we’re the murdering type.

No sooner do we start down the dusty 

trail than a van carrying a fully suited SWAT 

team whizzes past, forcing us off the path.

“What the… we’re going to a shooting 

range?!” our driver shouts abruptly, ducking 

his head down as if we’re already in the line 

of fire.
The path isn’t wide enough to turn around 

anyway, so he drives until we reach the 

sprawling, derelict lot that is Hualian Shooting 

Club. Stray dogs and chickens run about, 

ruffled by the sound of an engine. Faded 

posters of gunmen cover all the windows.

Inside, a woman waits to ring up our 

order, her composure the only reassuring 

thing we’ve felt all morning. A pink order 

form lists prices per bullet (RMB6-150) for 
nine different guns. We choose the cheapest 

option – 30 bullets for a basic rifle – and 

hand over some cash. It’s easy. Too easy. 

We don’t even have to leave our names.

Sensing our hesitation, the woman 

motions tiredly towards a two-story shack 

outside – the dodgiest on the lot, of course.

Upstairs, a young man (our ‘supervisor’) 

is already loading a gun. We wait for 

instructions, or safety guidelines, or a hello, 

but he just offers up the weapon with a smile, 

telling us to aim.

The ‘shooting range’ is really a cement 

tunnel that opens into an overgrown patch 

of grass. It’s the kind of place no one would 

ever be able to find you if, say…
We turn to check on our Didi driver, who, 

despite his misgivings, agreed to tag along. 

That’s when we see it: a revolver pointed 

straight at our temple, clutched in the hand of 

our driver who is simultaneously twisting into 

the perfect position for a selfie. A selfie. With a 
gun.

We drop our rifle and take cover, bracing 
ourselves for some exciting confrontation. 

This could make headl ines!  Seconds 

pass. Nothing happens. We overhear the 

supervisor ask our driver if he “wants to give 

it a shot.” We wonder if this is real life.

Only when our 30 plastic-coated bullets 

are scattered safely in the field do we relax 
enough to inquire if Hualian is always this 

empty.

“It gets crowded on the weekends,” our 

supervisor replies. “Just last week a group 

of primary students came by for a summer 

camp. You’re supposed to be 16 before you 

can shoot, but we let them try the rifles… 

they’re pretty light.”

We try to imagine standing next to 

8-year-olds shouldering full-size guns without 

feeling terrified. It’s impossible. Thank god 

we didn’t stop by last week.

The young man tells us the club, which 

opened in 2012, is licensed (contrary to what 

our experience suggests) and hosts plenty of 

expats on the weekends.

All we can say is head there at your own 

risk, share the address with a few friends 

beforehand and consider asking your Didi or 

Uber driver to stay in the car.

service and listed a QQ number registered in  

Anhui as ‘The Soldier Gun Network.’

Multiple attempts over two weeks to 

contact the account were unsuccessful. Out 

of five QQ users purporting to provide guns in 
China, none responded to our requests.

What does all this boil down to? There 

are 4.9 guns per 100 residents in China, while 

the United States has 88.8 guns per 100 

people, 18 times more than China, according 

to nationmaster.com. 

Illegal firearms and gun violence is 

still far from becoming a normal part of life in 

China, according to Yang.

“Gun violence is rare when compared to 

countries like the US. But it is increasing,” he 

says, adding, however: “I don't foresee a steep 

climb in gun violence, given the harsh legal 

consequences awaiting most perpetrators.”

It’s the end of the day and we are about 

to leave the office when ‘hunter’ breaks a 

few hours of silence and messages us on 

QQ again. This time he provides a photo of 

a Black Star, his evidence that the guns are 

real and ready for purchase. It’s the same 

model used by Zhou, the serial killer. The 

weapon could be real, in Guangzhou, only a 

day away. No questions asked.

> Guangzhou Hualian Shooting Club, 6 Dahe Ping Yi Henglu, Baishan Cun, Taihe Zhen, Baiyun District, Guangzhou 
广州市白云区太和镇白山村大禾坪一横路6号, 广州华连射击俱乐部(近可见射击场路) (020-2910 9528)

BY JOCELYN RICHARDS
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