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The aggressive poaching of rhinos needs to be countered with equal 
aggression. So argued Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands, the 
founder president of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), at a 
1987 meeting with John Hanks, conservation expert and WWF’s 
head in Africa. The result was Operation Lock, a secret initiative 
funded by Prince Bernhard and staffed by former SAS operatives. 
 
Operation Lock set up headquarters in Johannesburg and extended 
its reach into neighbouring states: Namibia, Zambia, Botswana, 
Swaziland and Mozambique. Its operatives planned to train game 
rangers, to pose as rhino horn traders in order to entrap buyers, and 
to expose the kingpins who were driving the trade. It was a 
controversial approach, all the more because it was working within 
apartheid South Africa in the late 1980s. When the existence of the 
project was finally leaked, WWF denied any involvement, and John 
Hanks took the fall. 
 
In Operation Lock and the War on Rhino Poaching, John Hanks finally 
tells the story of these explosive events from 25 years ago. As a 
leading international authority on conservation, he also deals with 

the scourge of rhino poaching up to the present, and gives powerful and controversial criticism of some of 
the current policies to curb poaching. 
 
John Hanks is a zoologist with a PhD from Cambridge and with over 45 years of experience in a wide variety 
of conservation management and research projects in several African countries. He has held a number of 
important positions, including chief professional officer for the Natal Parks Board; professor and head of the 
Department of Biological Sciences at the University of Natal, as well as the first director of that university’s 
Institute of Natural Resources; the director of the Africa Programme for WWF International (based in Gland, 
Switzerland); the chief executive of WWF-South Africa; and the first executive director of the Peace Parks 
Foundation.  
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