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I. The Fentanyl Crisis in the U.S.
The development and spread of the fentanyl crisis in the U.S.

Recent years have seen a deteriorating narcotics situation
in the U.S. and serious social problems arising therefrom. From
1999 to 2012, deaths from synthetic opioids (mainly fentanyl-
related substances) overdose in the U.S. increased by 8% annually.
From around 2014, fatalities from the overdose of fentanyl-related
substances in the U.S. began to soar and trend up steeply year by
year. Between 2000 and 2015, opioid-involved overdose deaths
trimmed 0.21 years off the life expectancy in the U.S. From 1999
to 2016, about 72% of overdose deaths in the U.S. were opioid-
involved with a loss of 453,000 lives. Deaths from overdose in the
U.S. were 70,699 in 2017, 67,850 in 2018, and 71,130 in 2019,
among which deaths caused by taking synthetic opioids such as
fentanyl-related substances were 28,659, 31,525, and 36,603,
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respectively. From 2020 to 2023, more than 100,000 people died
from drug overdose in the U.S. annually, which outnumbered the
combined death counts from traffic accidents and gun violence in
the same period. Over two-thirds of these deaths were caused by
the overdose of fentanyl and other opioid drugs. Fentanyl overdose
has become the major cause of deaths for Americans aged 18 to
45. In 2023, drug overdose deaths in the U.S. showed a historic
decline, but the figure remained high. From August 2023 to July
2024, the drug overdose death toll was 93,066, down 16% year-on-
year.

The origin of the fentanyl crisis in the U.S.

The fentanyl crisis in the U.S. arose from the misuse of
prescription opioids. There are three categories of prescription
opioids: natural opioids, which come from the opium poppy plant
and include morphine, codeine, thebaine, etc.; semi-synthetic
opioids, including heroin made from morphine and oxycodone
synthesized from thebaine, etc.; and synthetic opioids, such as
fentanyl-related substances. The Final Report released by the
U.S. Commission on Combating Synthetic Opioid Trafficking in
February 2022 concluded that the rise in illicit fentanyl and other
synthetic opioid misuse and related deaths had its origins in the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s approval of prescription
opioid painkiller OxyContin (oxycodone hydrochloride) in 1995.
OxyContin and other prescription opioid-related medications
were once falsely marketed as a nonaddictive fix for pain. Since
then, prescription opioid dependence and addiction had increased
dramatically in the U.S. Later, the U.S. government tightened
regulation over prescription opioid such as OxyContin. Under such
circumstances, Americans who were dependent on or addicted
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to the drugs had to turn to non-medical channels. Criminals
exploited the situation by supplying counterfeit tablets. Active
ingredients such as oxycodone hydrochloride in OxyContin come
from the poppy plant. As it was difficult or expensive to obtain
raw poppy materials, drug traffickers turned to making synthetic
opioids such as fentanyl as an alternative. Fentanyl-related
substances are highly potent, and a small amount can achieve
powerful effects. Moreover, they are relatively easy to produce.
Formulas and chemicals are readily available on the Internet. The
cost is much lower than extracting raw materials from poppies
and making semi-synthetic opioids. Therefore, drug traffickers
usually mix fentanyl-related substances into counterfeit tablets,
whereas buyers can hardly distinguish. In addition, in order to
boost drug potency, some traffickers mix low-cost yet powerful
fentanyl-related substances into such drugs as heroin, cocaine, and
methamphetamine. Soon, counterfeit tablets containing fentanyl-
related substances and mixed drugs took over illegal U.S. drug
markets that were once dominated by prescription opioids and
heroin. Crude manufacturing processes and imprecise dosing
by the drug traffickers expose buyers who are unaware of the
fentanyl-related substances in their drugs or tablets to a high risk of
fatal overdose. (The lethal dose of fentanyl is just 2 mg, while the
potency of carfentanil is 100 times of fentanyl, and its lethal dose
is still unknown.)

The measures taken by the U.S. government to tackle the
fentanyl crisis

In October 2017, the U.S. government declared the opioid-
related medications crisis a public health emergency under the
Public Health Service Act. In February 2018, the U.S. Department
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of Justice’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) exercised
special emergency power by temporarily placing all fentanyl
analogues as a class into Schedule I under the Controlled Substances
Act for two years. This order has been extended several times and
it was not until July 16, 2025 that fentanyl-related substances were
officially scheduled in the U.S. under the Halt All Lethal Trafficking
of Fentenyl Act. In March 2018, the U.S. Congress appropriated
U.S.$4 billion to address the synthetic opioids crisis. In January
2019, the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy
(ONDCP) released the 2019 National Drug Control Strategy,
which made addressing the synthetic opioids crisis its top priority.
From fiscal year 2016 to fiscal year 2025, the U.S. government’s
drug control funding has increased from $26.9 billion to $44.5
billion. In particular, the U.S. government has expanded input for
addiction prevention and treatment since 2021. For four consecutive
years, approximately 56% of the total drug control funding was
spent on demand reduction (treatment and prevention), higher
than the funding for supply reduction (domestic law enforcement
and international cooperation). According to the International
Narcotics Control Strategy Report by the U.S. Department of
State in March 2025, the reasons for the decline in domestic drug
overdose deaths are complex. They involve multiple intersecting
factors, including decrease in illicit supply, a reduction of potency,
greater availability of the overdose-reversal medication naloxone,
enhanced law enforcement, greater public awareness of risks, a trend
toward smoking rather than injecting fentanyl, and better access
to treatment and other public health interventions. Meanwhile, to
divert attention from its incompetence in domestic drug control and
shift blame, the U.S. government claimed that China and Mexico
were the primary source countries for U.S. fentanyl supply. In 2019,
the Chinese government scheduled fentanyl-related substances as

62



\ The Fentanyl Crisis in the U.S.: Truth and Solutions

a whole class. However, the U.S. continues to blame China that
Chinese chemicals are flowing into Mexico to make fentanyl and
then been smuggled into the U.S. China has repeatedly requested
that U.S. law enforcement agencies provide comprehensive and
legitimate evidence on the use of Chinese precursor chemicals for
drug production. To date, the U.S. has failed to present any specific
case evidence on the actual diversion of Chinese chemicals for illicit
fentanyl manufacturing overseas.

I1. The Control of Fentanyl-related Substances in China
Fentanyl-related substances and their precursor chemicals

Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid. It acts on opioid receptors in
organisms and produces anesthetic and analgesic effects. It is up
to 50-100 times stronger than morphine (only 0.005 to 0.1 mg is
required for a single injection). As a potent narcotic analgesic, it is
often used for the treatment of moderate to severe pain. By slightly
modifying a certain atom or group in the chemical structure of
fentanyl, fentanyl-related substances with similar structures and
effects — or even stronger effects — can be obtained. Currently,
China has only approved four fentanyl-related substances for
pharmaceutical use. Most of the other fentanyl-related substances
are produced based on either formulae retrieved from published
academic articles or designs that circumvent legal controls. Nearly
100 fentanyl-related substances have been seized as abused drugs
around the world, and potentially they may number in tens of
thousands. As synthetic opioids, fentanyl-related substances share
a chemical structure of four groups. Their synthesis involves
assembling chemicals containing these groups through specific
chemical reactions. Chemicals containing one or more of the four
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groups can be used as precursor chemicals for fentanyl-related
substances. The modification and derivation of these precursors
can lead to even more pre-precursors. Moreover, the synthetic
methodologies for these compounds are highly adaptable, allowing
for continuous modification of production processes. This
chemical versatility enables the generation of tens of thousands of
potential fentanyl precursors, including substances with legitimate
applications in biomedicine and fundamental chemicals critical to
people’s life.

China’s rigorous regulation of fentanyl

The Chinese government actively responds to new challenges
associated with fentanyl-related substances to ensure both rational
use and rigorous control. To prevent the spread of fentanyl-
related substances and combat related crimes by law, China
has adopted integrated measures such as expanding the list of
controlled substances, strengthening regular supervision, stepping
up inspection and seizure, and implementing new approaches to
drug control. There is no widespread abuse of fentanyl-related
substances in China. China is a major chemical producer in the
world with a leading production capacity of many chemicals,
which is critical to global economic and social development. It
should be pointed out that any chemical has a dual character. It
can be made either into medicines, fertilizers, and cosmetics that
benefit human beings, or drugs and chemical weapons when used
for illegal purposes. The prevailing approach of the international
community to regulating and controlling chemicals is to prevent the
illegal diversion of chemicals while ensuring the legitimate trade
of these substances through a combination of measures, including
scheduling, tiered, class-specific supervision, import-export

64



\ The Fentanyl Crisis in the U.S.: Truth and Solutions

checks, and industry self-discipline. China strictly supervises the
listed chemicals to prevent their diversion for drug production to
the greatest extent possible. When conclusive evidence proves that
unlisted chemicals are diverted for drug production, we crack down
on criminal activities under the existing legal framework. There
are successful cases both domestically and in cooperation with
neighboring countries. When it is difficult to penally punish under
the legal framework in China, we proactively take administrative
interventions and other preventive measures. For example,
we issued two warning notices in 2019 and 2023 respectively,
asking chemical enterprises to strictly comply with national
laws and regulations and prevent the illegal and criminal acts of
manufacturing, trafficking, and smuggling narcotics, psychotropic
substances, and precursor chemicals. The competent authorities
have placed the fentanyl-related substances and their precursors
into the spotlight of regulation. We have required online platforms
in the chemical industry to earnestly implement the institutions
of real-name registration for users, examination and approval of
postings, online information inspection and handling and reporting
of harmful information. The illegal release of sales information
on chemicals online is strictly prohibited, and any issues or leads
found must be promptly reported to public security departments.
We have also notified the U.S. and other relevant countries of the
illegal sales information on overseas platforms discovered in our
inspection, and encouraged them to tighten supervision on their
domestic websites and enterprises.

China’s commitment to international cooperation on drug
control

Drug problem is a common hazard of humanity and the
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world’s common enemy. It threatens human health, safety, well-
being, and social progress. What has happened shows that tackling
the scourge of illicit drugs calls for joint efforts of the international
community. The Opium War was a painful memory for China, and
the Chinese people once suffered deeply from narcotics. Under the
vision of building a community with a shared future for mankind,
China has been actively involved in international drug control
affairs and promoted global governance on drug issues. China is
a firm supporter and implementer of the UN’s three international
drug control conventions and upholds the principle of taking a
comprehensive and balanced approach and shared responsibilities.
We have developed cooperative relations with international
organizations including the United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime, the International Narcotics Control Board and the
Interpol. We have also contributed to the improvement of regional
and multilateral drug control mechanisms under the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization, BRICS, and the Greater Mekong
Subregion, to contribute Chinese wisdom and ideas to solving
global and regional drug issues. In addition, China has signed
over 50 intergovernmental and interdepartmental agreements on
drug control cooperation with more than 30 countries and unions
of countries, and established annual meeting mechanisms with
13 countries. China has maintained close cooperation with the
drug control departments of multiple countries. While enhancing
experience sharing on the situation of drugs, prevention and
education, rehabilitation and forensic drug analysis, China has
promptly shared intelligence leads, jointly investigated cross-
border drug cases, arrested fugitives linked to drug crimes, and
helped dismantle transnational drug-trafficking networks. For
instance, China has regularly conducted joint counternarcotics
operations, such as Safe Mekong among the six Mekong River
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countries and Taskforce Blaze between China and Australia.
China has collaborated with Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and other
countries in busting multiple major crimes of cross-border drug
manufacturing and trafficking. China has successfully carried out
cross-border “controlled delivery” operations with Kazakhstan,
Australia, and others, and jointly investigated many cases with the
drug enforcement agencies of Thailand and other countries.

IT1. Experience and Practices in the Joint China-U.S.
Response to Fentanyl and Other Drug Threats

The solid foundation of drug control cooperation between
China and the U.S.

The U.S. was among the first countries that China cooperated
with in drug control. The two governments signed a Memorandum
of Cooperation in Narcotic Drugs Control in 1987. In 1988, the
two countries, for the first time, jointly cracked a major trans-
Pacific drug smuggling case, known as the “Goldfish Case”.
Following the 1997 China-U.S. Joint Statement, the two countries
began to assign counter-narcotics officers to their respective
embassies on a reciprocal basis. In 2005 and 2006, the Narcotics
Control Bureau of the Ministry of Public Security of China and
the DEA of the U.S. Department of Justice, as well as the China
National Narcotics Control Commission and the ONDCP of the
U.S. White House, signed separate memorandums of intent on their
cooperation. These agreements established regular communication
mechanisms for case information sharing, joint investigations,
and technological exchanges between the two sides, resulting in
significant progress in combating drug-related crimes. During
the process, Chinese and U.S. anti-drug agencies established
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close cooperative relationships, and a deep friendship was
developed between the drug control professionals of both sides.
For example, in 2003, Chinese and U.S. law enforcement officials
jointly dismantled the “125” transnational drug smuggling ring.
This was warmly received by the international community and
hailed as ‘“historic cooperation” between the two countries’ drug
enforcement agencies. In this operation, following a 20-month joint
investigation, over 30 criminal suspects were arrested in China, the
U.S., Canada, and India at the same time, and significant quantities
of heroin, methamphetamine, and drug-related assets were seized.
The criminals arrested by each side were prosecuted in their
respective countries. In May 2003, the Chinese and U.S. anti-drug
law enforcement departments held press conferences back-to-back
on the case in Beijing and New York. These developments show
that despite the differences in judicial systems, legal procedures,
and evidence standards between the two countries, when China and
the U.S. trust each other and work closely together, we can surely
bring international drug trafficking criminals to justice.

China’s vigorous assistance to the U.S. in addressing the
fentanyl issue

On the fentanyl issue, China has been working to tackle it
to the best of its ability, as part of its efforts in joining the global
cooperation against drugs, and providing assistance to the U.S. to
protect the health and well-being of the American people. China’s
List of Controlled Narcotic Drugs scheduled 13 types of fentanyl-
related substances in 2013. More of such substances and their
precursor chemicals were added several times. Before the whole-
class scheduling in 2019, China had already regulated 25 fentanyl-
related substances and two fentanyl precursor chemicals, more
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than what were on the control lists of the UN and most countries at
the time. In May 2019, China took the lead to impose permanent
whole-class scheduling of fentanyl-related substances as a move
of precaution. This move was also to support the U.S. in tackling
its worsening domestic fentanyl crisis. This made China the first
country in the world to break from the traditional practice of
regulating substances type by type. The U.S. 2025 International
Narcotics Control Strategy Report acknowledged that almost no
fentanyl or fentanyl analogues have been detected directly entering
the U.S. from China since China implemented controls over
fentanyl-related substances as a class in 2019. During the same
period, the two countries jointly cracked down on fentanyl-related
cases, such as those involving Wang Fengxi and Chen Jianping,
arresting and prosecuting the criminals within their respective
jurisdictions. However, the U.S. later imposed sanctions on China’s
National Narcotics Laboratory under the pretext of so-called human
rights issues in Xinjiang. This severely undermined the foundation
of bilateral counternarcotics cooperation. The collaboration
was further suspended after Nancy Pelosi’s provocative visit to
Taiwan in 2022. Such cooperation was resumed in November
2023, and the two sides returned to the track of collaboration.
Drug enforcement agencies of the two countries maintained close
communication and achieved positive progress in substance
scheduling, intelligence sharing, case-specific cooperation, cleanup
of illicit online information, and technological exchanges on
forensic drug analysis.

Addressing demand is the key to resolving the fentanyl
crisis in the U.S.

As early as 1990, the UN established two core drug control
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strategies: “supply reduction” and “demand reduction”. The
Chinese government has always prioritized drug control and
adhered to a comprehensive, integrated and balanced approach.
China places equal emphasis on supply and demand reduction.
By integrating legal, administrative, economic, educational,
and cultural measures, China has implemented a multi-pronged
approach to step up preventive education, rehabilitation, law
enforcement, international cooperation, and forensic drug analysis
technologies. Notable results have been achieved in curbing drug
supply at its source and mitigating the harm of drugs.

China’s experience demonstrates that the spread of drugs can
only be effectively contained by reducing both supply and demand.
However, demand reduction requires sustained and long-term
efforts with no quick fix. There is vast market demand for drugs
in the U.S. Thanks to the U.S. government’s efforts in demand
reduction in recent years, overdose deaths have peaked and are
now in steady decline. The U.S. fentanyl crisis is a deep-rooted
domestic challenge, and cutting domestic demand is the viable
long-term solution. The U.S. government has found effective
ways in this respect. A fundamental solution to the fentanyl
crisis lies in persistent efforts in reducing demand with improved
measures, while continuing to combat drug-related crimes. Without
addressing the root cause of demand, even the most aggressive
supply-side crackdowns will fail to stop the crisis. A temporary
relief would merely shift the crisis elsewhere, as seen in the recent
surge in the spread and abuse of diverted prescription ketamine in
the U.S. As such, the U.S. must draw lessons and remain vigilant.
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Eradicating drugs is the shared aspiration of all nations

While strengthening its domestic drug control efforts,
China is ready to intensify dialogue and cooperation with other
countries and international organizations on drug control, to
share best practices and jointly tackle the new developments
and new challenges of the drug issue worldwide. However, such
cooperation should be based on equality, mutual respect, and
trust rather than groundless accusations and blame-shifting. Still
less should it be affected by political and other factors. The U.S.
government listed China as a “major source of drugs” in 2023
and 2024, on the grounds of precursor chemicals. After President
Trump’s return to the White House on January 20 this year, the U.S.
administration ignored China’s efforts and contributions, and twice
imposed additional tariffs on Chinese goods under the pretext of
fentanyl. These acts have severely undermined the foundation of
cooperation and trust between the two countries on addressing
the fentanyl issue. The U.S. has kept making demands without
providing solid evidence, and created troubles with the unrelated
issues of tariffs. We urge the U.S. government to act in the interest
of the well-being of the American people and people around
the world, face up to the root cause of the issue, stop political
manipulation, and take concrete actions to return to the right track
of win-win cooperation. &®
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