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Overview: Counterfeit pills and pill 
presses have spread cross country
When we released Illegal Pill Presses with National Association of Boards of Pharmacy 
and National Association of Drug Diversion Investigators in March 2019, counterfeit 
fentanyl pills had been found in 46 states and public sources had reported pill poisoning 
deaths in 30 of them. After a frightening intelligence brief in 2016, the Drug Enforcement 
Administration’s 2018 National Drug Threat Assessment characterized fentanyl pills as a 
growing market. Drug traffickers were importing fentanyl powder directly from China, or 
from Mexican cartels who had acquired it from China. Domestic manufacturing rings and 
cartels were pressing pills that mimicked opioid painkillers or Xanax and selling them to 
people who often believed they were legitimate prescription pills.

Two years later, it is clear that the DEA’s warning was prescient. Although China made 
efforts to crack down on illicit fentanyl exports beginning in late 2019, organized crime 
groups in countries like Myanmar have stepped up fentanyl production to fill the void. 
Newer intelligence suggests that Mexican cartels are importing precursor chemicals from 
China and India to make their own fentanyl in-house and that they have industrialized 
their production. The DEA’s Fentanyl Signature Profiling Program found that cartels 
manufactured 71 percent of the counterfeit pills regional offices submitted for analysis in 
2020.

In the meantime, the U.S. has been deluged with fentanyl pills; federal authorities in Arizona 
reported that they confiscated more than one million of the pills in fiscal year 2019 alone. As 
of October 2020, pressed counterfeit pills made with fentanyl had been found in all 50 U.S. 
states, with associated deaths in 42 of them.

https://www.safemedicines.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/IllegalPillPressReport-2019-SECURE.pdf
http://www.safemedicines.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Counterfeit-Prescription-Pills.pdf
https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2018-11/DIR-032-18%202018%20NDTA%20final%20low%20resolution.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/01/world/asia/china-fentanyl-crackdown.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/19/world/asia/myanmar-drug-raid-fentanyl.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/11/17/916890880/we-are-shipping-to-the-u-s-china-s-fentanyl-sellers-find-new-routes-to-drug-user
https://www.npr.org/2020/11/17/916890880/we-are-shipping-to-the-u-s-china-s-fentanyl-sellers-find-new-routes-to-drug-user
https://apnews.com/article/opioids-synthetic-opioids-mexico-caribbean-mexico-city-80a7f0a7ad932c03bbcd0907fea4702f
https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/DIR-008-21%202020%20National%20Drug%20Threat%20Assessment_WEB.pdf
https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/DIR-008-21%202020%20National%20Drug%20Threat%20Assessment_WEB.pdf
https://ktar.com/story/2701215/over-1m-fentanyl-pills-have-been-seized-in-arizona-this-year/
https://www.safemedicines.org/2020/10/deadly-counterfeit-pills-found-in-all-50-u-s-states.html
https://www.safemedicines.org/2020/10/deadly-counterfeit-pills-found-in-all-50-u-s-states.html


Illegal Pill Presses: An Overlooked Threat—2021 Update

Update © April 2021 NADDI and PSM  ● 3

Because pill presses allow criminals to change the form of their pills simply by trading out a 
mold, traffickers have been making these fentanyl pills in a wider variety of forms. In August 
2020, law enforcement reported fentanyl pills mimicking metformin, a prescription drug 
used by diabetics, aspirin and Aleve.

Drug traffickers have also expanded their offerings. Several large counterfeiting operations 
have outfitted their pill presses to produce hundreds of thousands of fake Adderall pills made 
with methamphetamine. Others have counterfeited Xanax (and its generics) with illegally 
imported alprazolam, other benzodiazepines, or, in one notable case, with cocaine. In the 
U.K and Canada, similar drug rings have sold counterfeit anxiety medications made with 
another benzodiazepine, etizolam, that have led to hospital admissions and deaths. Reports 
of etizolam have surfaced in coverage of pill press and smuggling operations in California, 
Florida, Nevada, Pennsylvania and elsewhere.

The full picture of the situation suggests, as we did in March 2019, that the pill press as a 
vehicle for the distribution of dangerous drugs is not going away.

Counterfeit pill production is a nationwide problem
By the time Utah’s fentanyl pill king 
Aaron Shamo was sentenced to life 
in prison for the manufacture and 
distribution of counterfeit Xanax 
and oxycodone made with fentanyl 
in October 2020, do-it-yourself pill-
press operations had proliferated 
throughout the United States. Since 
then, cartel shipments of fake pills 
smuggled over the border compete 
with dozens of counterfeit pill shops 
all over the country.

A review of published news 
articles from January 2016 through February 2021 found 92 incidents in 37 states where 
law enforcement seized at least one pill press. Opioids and Xanax, the most commonly 
counterfeited types of pills, appeared in 48 of the incidents. Law enforcement seized 
fentanyl in pill or powder form in 51 
of the cases. Alprazolam, the active 
pharmaceutical ingredient in Xanax, 
and methamphetamine were seized 
either in pill or powder form 10 and 
12 times, respectively. Thirty-three of 
the articles used generic terms such as 
“fentanyl pills,” “meth pills,” or did not 
describe the pills, making it impossible 
to know if the pills seized were made to 
mimic legitimate pharmaceutical pills.

■  Arizona

■  California

■  Delaware

■  Florida

■  Georgia

■  Indiana

■  Kentucky

■  Massachusetts

■  Minnesota

■  New Jersey

■  New York

■  Ohio

■  Rhode Island

■  South Carolina

■  Texas

■  West Virginia

High-volume pill-presses capable of producing 
Thousands of pills an hour have been seized in: 

The swelling epidemic of drug trafficking makes a 
mockery of the current law(s) and its protections; better 
prevention tools—including those that would control 
illicit pill presses—are necessary to address the surge.  
We need to focus on border controls, information sharing, 
and nationwide oversight to curb the appeal of dealing 
and using.  

-Lisa McElhaney, Chief Operating Officer,  
National Association of Drug Diversion Investigators

https://www.dcourier.com/news/2020/aug/18/pant-warns-mimic-pills-laced-fentanyl-circulating-/
https://www.dcourier.com/news/2020/aug/18/pant-warns-mimic-pills-laced-fentanyl-circulating-/
https://www.cleveland19.com/2020/08/25/meth-spiked-drugs-overdoses-stir-concern-among-ohio-authorities-confronted-with-new-battles-brought-by-pandemic/
https://cbsaustin.com/news/local/two-arrested-in-dea-bust-at-northwest-side-apartment-complex
https://www.mysanantonio.com/news/local/article/Leader-of-deadly-San-Antonio-opioid-pill-mill-14024787.php
https://qz.com/1654518/a-dark-web-drug-ring-came-crashing-down-thanks-to-stamps-com
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/east-bay/martinez-man-arrested-on-new-counterfeit-drug-charges/2291630/
https://www.justice.gov/usao-cdil/pr/champaign-man-sentenced-13-years-prison-trafficking-millions-counterfeit-xanax-pills
https://tampa.cbslocal.com/2020/10/17/dark-web-bust-2-arrested-and-16000-pills-143k-firearms-seized-7/
https://www.mysanantonio.com/news/local/article/Man-who-supplied-illegal-drugs-to-San-Antonio-14079503.php
https://www.the-gazette.co.uk/news/18544474.pair-admit-involvement-breaking-bad-style-drug-factory-johnstone/
https://www.expressandstar.com/news/uk-news/2020/08/05/warning-over-surge-in-use-of-fake-anti-anxiety-drugs/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/etizolam-combination-drug-deaths-ontario-1.5324541
https://www.justice.gov/usao-wdpa/pr/california-man-sentenced-prison-misbranding-and-smuggling-conspiracy-involving-online
https://www.chronicleonline.com/news/local/inverness-couple-arrested-in-counterfeit-drug-bust/article_21dbc6e6-0f2c-11eb-8e71-d32213e81445.html
https://www.reviewjournal.com/crime/courts/bail-at-100k-for-henderson-man-with-ties-to-overdose-deaths-2243576/
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/crime-courts/2020/07/09/Businessman-from-India-sentenced-for-illegal-drug-importation-will-be-deported/stories/202007090152
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ut/pr/shamo-sentenced-life-prison-after-conviction-organizing-directing-drug-trafficking
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ut/pr/shamo-sentenced-life-prison-after-conviction-organizing-directing-drug-trafficking
https://www.safemedicines.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Pill-Press-Seizures-In-the-News-2016-2021.pdf
https://www.safemedicines.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Pill-Press-Seizures-In-the-News-2016-2021.pdf
https://www.naddi.org/az-pant-takes-more-fentanyl-poison-off-the-street-likely-saves-lives/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/05/16/xanax-king-arrested-again-for-alleged-dark-web-drug-manufacturing-scheme-based-out-of-concord-warehouse/
https://www.delawareonline.com/story/news/crime/2020/05/03/wilmington-man-arrested-after-police-find-guns-and-drugs-multiple-searches/3075346001/
https://www.palmbeachpost.com/story/news/crime/2021/01/06/pbso-20-pounds-fentanyl-found-acreage-home-mans-bail-set-more-than-2-m/6565004002/
https://www.wrdw.com/2021/03/04/burke-co-man-pleads-guilty-after-meth-and-pill-press-found-in-home/
https://www.eaglecountryonline.com/news/local-news/harrison-man-aurora-woman-issued-high-bond-for-dealing-in-narcotics/
http://wdrb.com/news/crime-reports/louisville-man-facing-drug-trafficking-charges-after-police-find-evidence/article_f1537cfe-f856-11e9-a187-b330607e368a.html
https://www.patriotledger.com/story/news/2021/01/11/quincy-police-discover-fentanyl-and-pill-manufacturing-operation/6624968002/
https://kstp.com/news/dea-lsquogarage-manufacturersrsquo-flooding-underground-drug-market-with-fake-pills-november-23-2020/5932790/
https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/bergen/east-rutherford/2020/08/07/fake-pills-from-east-rutherford-drug-mill-bust-prosecutors-say/3324931001/
https://www.amny.com/police-fire/dea-busts-major-narcotics-lab-that-doubled-for-cockfighting-in-the-south-bronx/
https://www.hometownstations.com/news/west-central-ohio-crime-task-force-seizes-11-5-kg-of-fentanyl/article_3d2eeef4-cad6-11ea-abe2-3f0e90a7e9cf.html
https://www.providencejournal.com/news/20191224/father-son-face-multiple-narcotics-charges
https://www.thestate.com/news/local/crime/article249158480.html
https://www.ksat.com/news/local/2019/12/17/documents-utsa-lecturer-is-a-large-distributor-of-adderall-in-sa-austin/
https://www.herald-dispatch.com/_zapp/hpd-arrest-find-worth-of-drugs/article_ca73a742-e4a8-11e9-a9e4-c7aeab17c675.html
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Updates to pill press legislation 
and counterfeiting statutes
Not much has changed in the legal or regulatory environment of pill presses and it does not 
appear likely that much will change in the next two years.

Federal
The Criminalizing Abused Substance Templates (CAST) Act was introduced in the House 
(H.R. 4510) on September 26, 2019. The bill would modify the Controlled Substances Act 
to make possession of a press mold with intent to counterfeit schedule I or II substances 
a crime. Current law prohibits this practice but does not define the penalty. The CAST 
Act would also increase the offense level of making or selling controlled substances in 
conjunction with possessing a pill press mold by at least two levels. Violations of the act 
would carry a penalty of up to 20 years in prison.

However, the CAST Act never made it out of committee in the 116th Congress. The 
Judiciary and Energy & Commerce committees forwarded the bill on to subcommittees 
(Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security & Health, respectively), where it stalled. On 
February 24, 2021, Representative David Kustoff (R-TN-8) reintroduced the legislation into 
the 117th Congress.
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Fraudulent medication created in clandestine labs has continued to dupe unsuspecting 
consumers, sometimes fatally. We have no reason to believe these operations will slow 
down without outside intervention. 

-Lemrey “Al” Carter, PharmD, MS, RPh, Executive Director and Secretary,  
National Association of Boards of Pharmacy

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4510/text
https://kustoff.house.gov/media/press-releases/kustoff-re-introduces-criminalizing-abused-substance-templates-cast-act


Florida
In 2018, the state of Florida passed HB 21, which made it a crime for an individual to 
“possess, purchase, deliver, sell, or possess with intent to sell or deliver a tableting machine, 
an encapsulating machine, or controlled substance counterfeiting materials knowing, 
intending, or having reasonable cause to believe that it will be used to manufacture a 
controlled substance or counterfeit controlled substance.”

New Jersey
In 2019, the state of New Jersey passed A-5037, a law that made it a crime of the second 
degree for any person to possess, sell, dispense or administer a counterfeit drug, a term 
defined to include the medication, the container, or the labeling. In addition to any criminal 
penalty, this law carries with it civil fines and bars anyone convicted from bidding on state 
contracts, receiving a state contract, or conducting business with certain state agencies, 
boards, et cetera. The law requires that a list of violators be published on the Department 
of Law and Public Safety’s website. At the time of publication, no published list could be 
found.

Utah
In 2019, the state of Utah made it possible to legally infer that an individual intended to 
operate a clandestine laboratory if the individual illegally possessed precursor ingredients or 
was in possession of certain equipment. Included on the state’s list of potential equipment 
was a pill press.

Texas
In 2019, the state of Texas made updates to sections of its laws. Texas began to require 
recordkeeping for a period of at least two years for any sales or transfers of any chemical 
laboratory apparatus, including pill presses. Additionally, the state of Texas made it a felony 
to violate recordkeeping requirements as well as to sell, transfer, or otherwise furnish a 
“chemical laboratory apparatus with the knowledge or intent that the recipients will use 
the apparatus to unlawfully manufacture a controlled substance or controlled substance 
analogue.”

Illegal Pill Presses: An Overlooked Threat—2021 Update
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https://www.flsenate.gov/Committees/BillSummaries/2018/html/1799
https://legiscan.com/NJ/text/A5037/id/1953418
https://www.njoag.gov/
https://www.njoag.gov/
https://casetext.com/statute/utah-code/title-58-occupations-and-professions/chapter-37d-clandestine-drug-lab-act/section-58-37d-6-legal-inference-of-intent-illegal-possession-of-a-controlled-substance-precursor-or-clandestine-laboratory-equipment
https://casetext.com/statute/utah-code/title-58-occupations-and-professions/chapter-37d-clandestine-drug-lab-act/section-58-37d-6-legal-inference-of-intent-illegal-possession-of-a-controlled-substance-precursor-or-clandestine-laboratory-equipment
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/HS/pdf/HS.481.pdf


Online efforts to shut down sales 
of pill presses and molds
Counterfeit pills on social media
While sales on the dark web and the street continue, social media has become a significant 
vehicle for the sale of counterfeit pills, particularly for teenagers and young adults. Facebook 
made a publicized effort to crack down on dealers advertising through hashtags on Facebook 
and Instagram in 2018, but pill dealers and enthusiasts simply moved to other hashtags. A 
survey of Twitter suggests similar issues. As of January 2021, the media had reported that 
teens in Santa Clara and Fresno, California, and Prescott Valley, Arizona died of fentanyl 
intoxication after taking prescription pills they purchased via Snapchat. (A fourth teen, in 
Nampa, Idaho, survived.)

Pill press paraphernalia in online marketplaces
As the threat of counterfeit pills became even more clear, third-party marketplaces made 
visible efforts to regulate the sale of paraphernalia that produce them. In August 2020, the 
Drug Enforcement Administration launched an education campaign for online retailers 
about pill presses and the regulations around them.

Policy
eBay had already added “pill presses” to its examples of items that are banned because they 
might “enable or encourage illegal activity” when we first published our report.

After criticism for enforcement failures, Amazon updated its restricted products policy. The 
prohibition on drug paraphernalia used to manufacture illicit drugs evolved to explicitly 
forbid the sale of tableting and encapsulating machines and pill molds. The current policy 
reads:

■ � Tableting machines (commonly known as “pill presses”) or encapsulating machine 
(commonly known as “capsule fillers”), whether those devices are mechanical or 
manual, are prohibited

■ � Tablet presses or molds used to press or imprint a pharmaceutical drug name or 
identification number onto a tablet or pill are prohibited

China-based Alibaba has stuck to a more general policy that forbids drug paraphernalia.

Practice
Results are variable. Alibaba readily lists pill molds for M30 pills and for made to order 
pill dies and molds. A search on “pill press” returns an error: “Sorry, this product can’t be 
shipped to your region.”

Illegal Pill Presses: An Overlooked Threat—2021 Update
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/instagram-has-a-drug-problem-its-algorithms-make-it-worse/2018/09/25/c45bf730-bdbf-11e8-b7d2-0773aa1e33da_story.html
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/04/14/fentanyl-death-spurs-murder-charge-for-alleged-snapchat-drug-dealer/
https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2020/11/19/fresno-man-charged-illegally-possessing-thousands-fentanyl-pills-and
https://www.fox61.com/article/news/local/valley/14-year-old-prescott-valley-girl-dies-after-sheriffs-office-says-she-overdosed-on-pills-laced-with-fentanyl/75-b97172d0-c029-4645-acd6-54c8ad000de4
https://www.idahostatesman.com/news/nation-world/national/article239459413.html
https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2021/01/14/dea-2020-year-review-combatting-serious-drug-related-threats-during
https://www.ebay.com/help/policies/prohibited-restricted-items/encouraging-illegal-activity-policy?id=4339&st=3&pos=1&query=Encouraging%20illegal%20activity%20policy&intent=pill%20press%20machine&lucenceai=lucenceai
https://www.wsj.com/articles/amazon-has-ceded-control-of-its-site-the-result-thousands-of-banned-unsafe-or-mislabeled-products-11566564990
https://themarkup.org/banned-bounty/2020/06/18/amazons-enforcement-failures-leave-open-a-back-door
https://web.archive.org/web/20191203235551/https://sellercentral.amazon.com/gp/help/external/200164490
https://web.archive.org/web/20200810060209/https://sellercentral.amazon.com/gp/help/external/200164490
https://web.archive.org/web/20200810060209/https://sellercentral.amazon.com/gp/help/external/200164490
https://sellercentral.amazon.com/gp/help/external/200164490?language=en_US&ref=efph_200164490_cont_200164650
https://rule.alibaba.com/rule/detail/2047.htm


Search results from AliBaba, March 2021

A pill press listing on eBay, January 2021

We were unable to find listings for specific counterfeit pill dies and molds or pill presses 
on eBay or Amazon, but sellers had listings offering to “custom-make” molds to a buyer’s 
specifications. eBay also offered ads for other websites selling pill-making materials when it 
couldn’t locate relevant results.

Finally, a search on eBay for “tablet presses” with “include description” selected returned 
results. While a Chinese seller was explicit that it did not ship pill presses to the U.S., 
domestic resellers were selling industrial pill presses for thousands of dollars. Furthermore, 
once you discovered one pill press, eBay’s helpful algorithm readily offered options like 
“related sponsored items,” “similar sponsored items,” and “people who viewed this also 
viewed….”

Former Supervisory Special Agent Milton Tyrrell, who worked on the DEA’s new pill press 
education campaign, is hopeful that educating retailers will have a strong impact: “Online 
retailers are often unaware that these items are being used to make counterfeit pills 
or that there are restrictions and regulations that govern selling them. Once they are 
aware, they will be more effective partners.”

If large third-party sites shut down these sales even further, they will provide a significant 
barrier to entry for enterprising fake pill dealers. Given that third-party marketplaces are 
multinational and not necessarily obligated to follow U.S. regulations, vendors still sell pill-
making equipment on their individual websites—and some of those sales go to legitimate 
purposes. The online regulation of this market continues to be a significant challenge.

Illegal Pill Presses: An Overlooked Threat—2021 Update
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Florida: 
A study in pill press legislation

Florida’s pill press legislation
Florida’s HB21, which made using a pill press in the illegal production of controlled 
substances a second- or third-degree felony punishable by a maximum of five years in prison, 
was signed in March 2018 and became effective the following July.

Prosecutions
Florida’s 2018 pill press statute, 893.147, covers the “use, possession, manufacture, delivery, 
transportation, advertisement, or retail sale of drug paraphernalia,” including pill presses. 
Media coverage of five Florida cases reported pill press seizures since the statute passed. 
Only one included charges or enhancements specifically related to the pill press or presses 
seized in conjunction with the cases. In January 2021, The Palm Beach Post reported a pill 
press seizure in Acreage. However, as of March 29, no indictment had been provided to 
indicate whether pill press-specific charges will be levied. In total, PSM considered the 
following cases:

■ � January 2021: The Palm Beach County Sheriff ’s Office arrested an Acreage man and seized 
oxycodone pills, a pill press, plastic bags and other drugs. The case is ongoing.

■ � October 2020: Two people in Inverness arrested in possession of a pill press and other 
pill-making equipment. The duo are alleged to have been making and selling counterfeit 
Xanax. The case is ongoing.

■ � October 2020: The Martin County Sheriff ’s Office arrested an Okeechobee man and shut 
down a pill press operation he had been running in a Tequesta garage. The case, which is 
still ongoing, includes charges for possession of a pill-making machine.

■ � June 2019: Dion Gregory Fisher of Seminole was found guilty of manufacturing and 
selling counterfeit pills containing fentanyl. This case began in Pinellas County, which did 
not include pill press charges. However, it grew into a federal prosecution that made state 
pill press charges extraneous.

■ � May 2018: The Okaloosa County Sheriff ’s Office arrested 15 and seized a pill press, 
heroin, cocaine and diet pills. The case is ongoing.

Effectiveness
We pulled publicly available court documents on these Florida cases and sent them to career 
prosecutors we work with to see if they thought this law had much impact on these cases.

Illegal Pill Presses: An Overlooked Threat—2021 Update
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https://www.flsenate.gov/Committees/BillSummaries/2018/html/1799
https://bit.ly/3wMkErY
https://www.palmbeachpost.com/story/news/crime/2021/01/06/pbso-20-pounds-fentanyl-found-acreage-home-mans-bail-set-more-than-2-m/6565004002/
https://tampa.cbslocal.com/2020/10/17/dark-web-bust-2-arrested-and-16000-pills-143k-firearms-seized-7/
https://www.tcpalm.com/story/news/crime/martin-county/2020/10/15/martin-county-arrests-made-fentanyl-grey-death-cocaine-trafficking/3662374001/
https://www.tbnweekly.com/pinellas_county/crime_crashes_fire/article_eb080008-8d27-11e9-b50c-fbf3b95a443c.html
https://www.tbnweekly.com/pinellas_county/crime_crashes_fire/article_eb080008-8d27-11e9-b50c-fbf3b95a443c.html
https://www.safemedicines.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Indictment-Dion-G-Fisher-FL-5-2018.pdf
https://www.sheriff-okaloosa.org/ocso-operation-paydirt-hits-heroin-and-fentanyl-trafficking-organization/


Prosecutors we consulted were doubtful about 
the statute’s effectiveness. From their point 
of view, five years was a light sentence. As 
George Karavetsos, a former head of FDA’s 
Office of Criminal Investigations, noted, 
perpetually scarce resources mean that “states 
will always want to bring the most serious 
charges against a defendant and serious 
controlled substance violations that carry 
more significant prison sentences.” Thus, 
prosecutors would narrow charges in a pill press 
case to the controlled substance violations, 
which must already be present to charge a 
defendant with 893.147 because it only covers 
the counterfeiting of scheduled medicines. 
Those violations are second degree felonies that 
carry sentences of up to 15 years.

Others in the field noted that prosecutors 
sometimes add pill press-specific charges and 
drop them when a defendant plea-bargains. 
Nevertheless, in a case where a prosecutor was 
seeking an enhanced sentence, 893.147 could still 
be relevant. It is too early to tell if 893.147 will 
be an effective tool or deterrent.

We will continue to follow this law to see if it 
has an impact on future cases.

Controlled deliveries of pill presses are an effective 
law enforcement tool. In June 2020, for example, 
agents dismantled a pill trafficking operation by 
following the person who received three presses 
and delivered them to an apartment building in 
the Bronx.  

“Seizing a pill press on its way into the 
country and following to its destination is one 
of the best ways to find and shut down these 
dangerous operations.”

-Mark Baughman, a retired DEA special agent 
who also headed the Pinellas County,  

Florida Narcotics Division
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Conclusion
Two years on, we have difficulty feeling hopeful. The CDC’s numbers show that deaths 
involving fentanyl are the highest they have ever been and are still rising. Law enforcement 
is better educated, but industrialization of fake pill production by the Mexican cartels 
is fueling a flood of pills into the United States. Prosecutors do not seem to be taking 
advantage of pill press laws for reasons we outlined in our first paper.

Hope, if any, can be found in law enforcement successes. We’ve seen law enforcement 
understanding the role pill presses play in crime and crafting strategies, including controlled 
deliveries, to turn pill press interdiction into a powerful investigative tool. Additionally, 
legislation that would increase penalties on those convicted of controlled substance crimes 
while in possession of a pill press remains alive this year. While passing legislation is never a 
short-term endeavor, we believe this will be a deterrent to domestic pill manufacturers.

Looking ahead, we hope to see more success stories in the coming years from law 
enforcement and a drop in the CDC’s numbers for fentanyl overdoses.

“Provisional drug overdose death counts…” bit.ly/3aN7WjZ
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Canada
June 18, 2020: Project Javelin. Counterfeit 
oxycocet made with fentanyl in real-looking 
packaging. As a result of the enforcement actions, 
investigators seized:

■ 123,700 fentanyl pills;

■ 70 kg of fentanyl powder;

■ �More than 300 kg of bulk powder utilized as 
binding/cutting agent;

■ One commercial-sized pill press;

■ �One industrial pill press with counterfeit 
tableting stamp;

■ Three commercial-sized mixers;

■ One pill coating machine;

■ �Approximately 700 empty bulk pharmacy-
sized pill bottles;

■ �One roll of fraudulent “Teva-Oxycocet” 
labels;

■ One pill bottling tableting table; and

■ $20,000 in CAD currency.

This is the largest seizure of fentanyl by law 
enforcement in Ontario. For information on this 
case: https://bit.ly/3wTAUYd

Arizona
May 1, 2020: PANT seized a pill press, fentanyl, 
methamphetamine, and heroin during a search 
conducted at a home in Prescott Valley. 225 fentanyl 
pills were also seized. For information on this case: 
https://bit.ly/3e0G9wJ

California
December 21, 2020: Federal agents and Vallejo 
law enforcement seized a commercial pill press, 
methamphetamine pills, and other drugs and 
weapons. For information on this case: 
https://bayareane.ws/3x6xwJQ

January 12, 2021: The Butte County Narcotics 
Task Force seized a pill press and counterfeit pills in 
Oroville, California during a warranted search. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/3g9xuL9 and 
https://bit.ly/3g5RsX8

Florida
October 17, 2020: The search of a home in 
Inverness turned up a commercial pill press 
operation and 16,000 counterfeit Xanax pills made 
with etizolam, alprazolam, and flualprazolam. For 
information on this case: https://cbsloc.al/3tnU1Yu

October 15, 2020: A commercial pill press used in 
making counterfeit Xanax was seized during a raid 
on an Okeechobee home. For information on this 
case: https://bit.ly/32cHN97

January 6, 2021: A Royal Palm Beach resident was 
arrested after thousands of counterfeit oxycodone 
pills made with fentanyl and a pill press were seized 
during a search of his home. For information on this 
case: https://bit.ly/3toSoJW

Appendix
Major reported cases and updates 
since March 2019
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Georgia
November 9, 2020: Pill press seized and three 
arrested during search of a Midville home. The pill 
press was being used to make fake pills containing 
methamphetamine, heroin, and other drugs. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/2RAZYTP

Indiana
Pill press seized during a raid on a home in Aurora. 
Two people who were using the pill press to make 
fake oxycodone containing fentanyl and tramadol 
were arrested. For information on this case: 
https://bit.ly/3mLOVTj

Massachusetts
January 11, 2021: Quincy Police discovered a 
commercial-grade pill-press along with a large 
quantity of fentanyl powder while conducting a 
search at a local storage facility. The pill-making 
operation was found in a self-contained trailer that 
had the looks of a mobile drug-counterfeiting lab. 
For information on this case:  
https://bit.ly/3dYHgNo

Minnesota
November 24, 2020: Spring Lake Park resident 
indicted for selling fake pills made with fentanyl. A 
commercial pill press was seized during a search of 
his home. For information on this case: 
https://bit.ly/3mOgrPR

New Jersey
August 7, 2020: Seven people arrested and 
thousands of counterfeit OxyContin pills containing 
fentanyl were seized along with a pill press. For 
information on this case: https://njersy.co/3diulqx 
and https://bit.ly/3djLJLv

Ohio
July 13, 2020: West Central Ohio Crime Task 
Force seized 11.5 kilograms of fentanyl and a 
commercial pill press from what appeared to be 
a pill processing facility in a private home. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/32fulRM

August 12, 2020: West Central Ohio Crime Task 
Force seized five pounds of suspected fentanyl, 2,500 
suspected fentanyl pills, and a second commercial 
pill press from a home in Lima. This case is 
connected to the July 13 case. For information on 
this case: https://bit.ly/2QqYlrj

September 22, 2020: 179 people were arrested 
in a major nationwide counterfeiting operation in 
Cincinnati. The group is accused of manufacturing 
and selling one million fake pills made with 
fentanyl. During a search in Ohio, 5,095 fake 
Xanax and an industrial pill press were seized. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/3e00oL6

September 25, 2020: Pill press seized during 
search in Lima, along with 100 fentanyl pills. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/3siZ5vN

South Carolina
June 19, 2020: Pill press seized during raid on 
Simpsonville. For information on this case: 
https://bit.ly/32jdfCk

June 26, 2020: Finished fentanyl/
methamphetamine pills and two pill presses were 
seized in Greenville. Five people were arrested. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/3mUzZlN

July 23, 2020: Seven people arrested, four 
kilograms of fentanyl seized along with two pill 
presses used to make fentanyl pills. For information 
on this case: https://bit.ly/2QsxVFj

Tennessee
August 14, 2020: Pair arrested when a 
pharmaceutical pill press and fake Xanax made 
with fentanyl were seized from their vehicle. For 
information on this case: https://bit.ly/3e2c1Rz

Texas
December 11, 2019: Two arrested after a 
police found their clandestine pill operation that 
manufactured counterfeit Adderall pills that 
contained methamphetamines. For information  
on this case: https://bit.ly/3dXQCcg
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October 3, 2019: The leader of a San Antonio 
counterfeit pill trafficking organization received a 
30-year sentence. Using multiple industrial sized pill 
presses, this organization produced and distributed 
an estimated 850,000 counterfeit pills, including 
oxycodone containing fentanyl, Adderall containing 
methamphetamine, and Xanax. For information on 
this case: http://bit.ly/2RGAwdb

Utah
October 15, 2020: Fentanyl pill king of Utah 
sentenced to life in prison for the manufacture and 
sale of thousands of counterfeit pills made with 
fentanyl. For information on this case:  
https://bit.ly/3bua54E 
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