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Research paper methodology 
1. to conduct online open-source research, i.e. intelligence produced from publicly available

information.

2. to categorise identified products as medicines, controlled medicines, and new psychoactive and
other substances, indicating whether the product has been subject of illicit diversion and/or
falsification.

3. provide a narrative on each of the identified products based upon the findings of the open-source
research.

4. to create a repository of links to identified incidents by product.

5. to identify emerging themes or strategic issues.



Definitions 
• Medicinal product (medicine):

o any substance or combination of substances presented as having properties for treating or
preventing disease in humans;

o any substance or combination of substances which may be used in or administered to human
beings either with a view to restoring, correcting, or modifying physiological functions by exerting a
pharmacological, immunological, or metabolic action, or to making a medical diagnosis.

• Controlled medicines: pharmaceuticals with an identified or emergent clinical application whose
active principles are listed under one of the three international drug control conventions.

• Psychoactive drugs: substances that, when taken in or administered into one's system, affect mental
processes, e.g. perception, consciousness, cognition or mood and emotions. Psychoactive drugs
belong to a broader category of psychoactive substances that also include alcohol and nicotine.
“Psychoactive” does not necessarily imply dependence-producing, and in common parlance, the term
is often left unstated, as in “drug use,” “substance use” or “substance abuse.”



Limitations

This research and related paper is limited to incidents and content 
which has been released by authorities and is publicly available 
online and does not propose to be an exhaustive assessment of all 
relevant global incidents. 



Findings

• Whilst many medicines were subject of 
reported diversion and illicit trade, controlled 
medicines were by far the most widely 
reported as both illicitly diverted and falsified.

• Falsified controlled medicines containing 
additional dangerous ingredients have been 
extensively reported.  

• Psychoactive and other substances are 
increasingly reported as being utilised as API 
within falsified versions of controlled 
medicines.

‘Forensic evidence found at the 
scenes suggested a major production 
of Alprazolam, a medicine within 
Xanax, possibly at a rate of 10,000 
pills an hour’

‘rather convincing counterfeits of TEVA-
brand Diazepam pills (10 mg, 500 pill 
bottle) that could potentially deceive not 
only the intended consumers, but even 
medical professionals’

‘The drug is so cheap, virtually every 
pill sold on the street today stamped 
as a CDN 80 oxycodone tablet actually 
contains fentanyl’



Diversion Challenges



Falsification Challenges



Other Challenges



Discussion points……



The role that regulated supply 
chain losses and thefts may 
play in illicit diversion?

….research assessed that losses and thefts 
were a potential signal of diversion and 
concluded that ‘drug diversion in 
hospitals is a serious and urgent concern 
that requires immediate attention to 
mitigate harms’
Fan et al 2019



Is diversion an early risk indicator for future falsification?



The use of the internet and 
online services to facilitate 
the supply of falsified and 
diverted medicines 

• Trafficking in prescription opioids is an emerging 
phenomenon

• 46 Dutch Telegram channels offering oxycodone 
(€8.67) and Tramadol (€1.41)

• 21 German Telegram channels offering oxycodone 
(€9.02) and Tramadol (€0.71) 



Increasing public health threats?

‘changing the overdose landscape by placing a 
wider population at risk of unintentional 
exposure, especially since a large proportion 
of those who misuse prescription drugs such 
as benzodiazepines and opioids, obtain them 
from nonmedical sources’. 

Bruzelius, E., Palamar, J. J., Fitzgerald, N. D., 
Cottler, L. B., Carr, T. C., Martins, S.S. (2024). 
Law enforcement fentanyl seizures and 
overdose mortality in US counties, 2013–2020. 
Drug and Alcohol Dependence, vol 262. 

‘the appearance of very potent synthetic opioids (such as 
nitazenes and diverted or counterfeit prescription 
opioids) on the EU drug market is a serious reason for 
concern’.
The changing DNA of serious and organised crime: EU 
Serious and Organised Crime Threat Assessment 2025





Conclusions……………

• Data – There is limited availability of data or a consolidated 
comprehensive data set. 

• Research – Outside of North America limited research of the 
topic and sub-topics has been conducted. 

• Analysis – There is a paucity of detailed analysis to inform 
evidence-based focus, direction and professional practice. 



A final thought……..

The UK’s Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) in a report produced for the UK government on 
the diversion and illicit supply of medicines concluded:

• The most prevalent diverted medicines were opioids and benzodiazepines.

• The Internet is an increasing illicit source of medicines with many unregistered online pharmacies 
supplying prescriptions and medicines unethically.

• There is a common perception that prevalence of diversion and illicit supply of medicines is 
increasing.

• Quantifying the extent of the issue is difficult owing to a lack of suitable monitoring systems.

This report and insight was published in 2016…………



Thank you

Any questions?

Mark Jackson

Expert on diversion and falsified medical products 
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