
Executive Summary:  
Risk Landscape Report: Fentanyl 
and Related Precursors  
The fentanyl crisis remains one of the most severe public health and 
regulatory challenges globally. While early stages of the opioid epidemic 
were fueled by diverted prescription opioids, current illicit markets have 
shifted heavily toward synthetic opioids—most notably, fentanyl and its 
analogues. These substances, often significantly more potent than morphine, 
continue to be readily accessible online due to evolving distribution 
strategies and regulatory evasion tactics. 

Key Findings 

Regulatory Complexity and Evasion 
Fentanyl is primarily manufactured by criminal networks using precursor chemicals 
sourced from overseas, particularly China, and processed in regions like Mexico 
before entering the U.S. Despite regulatory enforcement, sellers have adapted by 
using unregulated "designer precursors" and chemical masking techniques to avoid 
detection. These substances make the production process only marginally more 
complex, while eluding current chemical scheduling and detection frameworks. 

The DEA and international bodies continue to expand the regulatory framework, 
including the Special Surveillance List (SSL), to address emerging chemicals used in 
fentanyl production. However, enforcement remains a game of catch-up due to the 
adaptability of illicit networks and chemical suppliers 

Digital Marketing and Distribution Tactics 
Online marketing of fentanyl precursors has evolved significantly. Sellers commonly 
use Chemical Abstracts Service (CAS) numbers, partial identifiers, or coded 
language in images and posts to evade platform moderation. Many sellers direct 
potential buyers to encrypted messaging platforms and boast about evading 
customs inspections—clear indicators of illicit intent. 

LegitScript notes that sellers often operate across multiple social media accounts 
and e-commerce storefronts, sharing contact information and employing 
sophisticated evasion methods. This trend underscores the need for advanced 
detection systems and cross-platform intelligence sharing. 
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Key Findings on Platform Behavior 
While overt fentanyl promotion is less common, LegitScript identified that comments 
on educational videos are frequently used to promote controlled substances, 
including fentanyl analogues and painkillers. Users posting these comments typically 
do not display illicit content on their main profiles, relying instead on subtle outreach 
methods. This behavior highlights the blurred line between legitimate content and 
covert marketing strategies. 

Conclusion 
The landscape of fentanyl and precursor sales is dynamic and highly adaptable. 
Despite increasing enforcement and platform moderation efforts, bad actors 
continue to find new ways to operate, often adjusting ahead of regulation. Platforms 
must remain proactive and informed on current evasion trends, precursor identifiers, 
and trafficking behaviors. LegitScript’s intelligence-driven monitoring and 
classification systems are key tools in identifying and disrupting these networks 
before harm is done. 

“Bad actors have 
begun adding 
‘masking’ molecules 
to precursor 
chemicals to evade 
testing protocols 
and relevant 
regulations.” Risk 
Landscape Report: 
Fentanyl and 
Related Precursors
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