
Asbestos Cancer Claims for Retired Workers in Michigan’s Antrim 

Shale Gas Fields 

How Decades of Drilling Across Northern Michigan Created an Exposure History 

Few Workers Ever Connected to Their Diagnosis 

Michigan’s Antrim Shale became the most actively drilled shale gas play in the United States 

during the 1990s, with more than 11,000 wells completed across a broad swath of the northern 

Lower Peninsula. For the men who worked those rigs, serviced those wells, and maintained the 

equipment that brought that gas to the surface, the work involved sustained contact with 

asbestos-containing materials that were standard in drilling operations throughout the play’s 

most active decades.  

Those workers are now reaching the age where lung cancer, mesothelioma, and several other 

cancers connected to asbestos exposure are appearing, and most of them have never been told 

that their years on an Antrim Shale rig may be the reason why. A gas field asbestos lawyer with 

experience in this specific exposure history is often the first person to make that connection 

clear. 

The Antrim Shale has produced natural gas since the 1940s, but the modern drilling boom that 

defined the play began in 1986 and peaked in 1998, concentrated across counties including 

Otsego, Antrim, Crawford, Missaukee, and Oscoda in the northern Lower Peninsula. That 

timeline matters enormously for the workers who built careers during those peak years, 

because it places a significant share of the Antrim Shale workforce squarely within the 20-to-50-

year latency window in which asbestos-related cancers typically appear. 

How Asbestos Became Part of Drilling Work on Antrim Shale Rigs 

Asbestos was a standard component of oilfield and gas field drilling operations across the 

country until the 1980s, and the equipment and materials used on Antrim Shale rigs were no 

exception. Chrysotile asbestos fiber was commonly added to drilling mud as a deflocculant, a 

substance used to control the viscosity and stability of the fluid pumped down a well to cool the 

drill bit and flush out rock cuttings. Workers mixed that drilling mud by hand, breaking open 50-

pound bags of raw asbestos fiber and dumping them into mixing hoppers as part of routine 

daily work, a process that released asbestos dust directly into the air they breathed. 

Beyond the drilling mud itself, asbestos was built into the mechanical infrastructure of every 

rig. Drawworks brake systems used asbestos-lined brake blocks. Gaskets, valve packing, and 

rope packing used throughout the wellhead and pumping equipment contained asbestos fiber, 

and workers who repaired or replaced that equipment disturbed asbestos materials as a 
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routine part of pump and valve maintenance. Insulation wraps protecting pipes and equipment 

from extreme temperatures also relied on asbestos, and workers who installed or removed that 

insulation handled the material directly throughout their careers. 

The job roles that carried the highest asbestos exposure on Antrim Shale rigs include: 

• Roustabouts and General Laborers: Workers who handled raw asbestos drilling mud 

additives, dumping bags of fiber into mixing hoppers and disposing of the empty, fiber-

coated bags afterward, releasing asbestos dust with nearly every task performed on the 

rig. 

• Roughnecks: Skilled rig laborers who followed mud engineers’ formulas for breaking 

open and adding asbestos additive to drilling mud, while also cutting and installing 

asbestos valve gaskets and rope packing during routine rig maintenance. 

• Drilling Mud Engineers: Workers responsible for formulating and maintaining drilling 

mud mixtures had direct and repeated contact with raw asbestos additive throughout 

their careers on Antrim Shale wells. 

• Well Servicing and Workover Crews: Crews brought in to service, repair, or rework 

existing wells across the Antrim play encountered the same asbestos-containing gaskets, 

packing, and insulation that original drilling crews installed years earlier. 

• Maintenance Mechanics: Mechanics who repaired pumps, valves, and mechanical 

drilling equipment disturbed asbestos gaskets and packing materials with every repair 

throughout decades of work across the northern Michigan gas fields. 

Identifying which role a worker held on an Antrim Shale rig is one of the first steps an asbestos 

cancer lawyer takes when evaluating a claim, because the specific job duties determine which 

products a worker handled and which manufacturers are responsible for the asbestos exposure 

those products caused. 

The Cancers Connected to Asbestos Exposure in Antrim Shale Gas Field Work 

Asbestos exposure is most widely associated with mesothelioma and lung cancer, but medical 

research has established that inhaled and ingested asbestos fiber increases the risk of cancer at 

several other sites throughout the body. Workers who handled raw asbestos drilling mud 

additive, in particular, were exposed through both inhalation and ingestion, since fiber settled 

on hands, clothing, and food during long shifts on the rig, creating exposure pathways beyond 

the lungs alone. 

The cancers most consistently linked to occupational asbestos exposure in drilling and gas field 

work include: 
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• Mesothelioma: A cancer of the lining surrounding the lungs, abdomen, or heart that 

develops almost exclusively from asbestos exposure, with no other established cause, 

making it the most direct asbestos cancer claim a former Antrim Shale worker can 

pursue. 

• Lung Cancer: The most common cancer associated with asbestos exposure, developing 

after inhaled fibers cause sustained inflammation and cellular damage in lung tissue 

over a latency period of 20 to 50 years. 

• Colon Cancer and Colorectal Cancer: Cancers of the colon and rectum that researchers 

have linked to asbestos exposure through the ingestion pathway, particularly relevant 

for workers who handled raw fiber additive that contaminated their hands and food 

during rig work. 

• Laryngeal Cancer and Voice Box Cancer: Cancer of the larynx, recognized by 

occupational health researchers as connected to asbestos exposure because inhaled 

fibers pass directly through the larynx on the way to the lungs, exposing that tissue to 

the same fiber that causes lung cancer. 

• Stomach Cancer: A digestive system cancer linked to asbestos exposure through fiber 

ingestion, relevant for workers who swallowed asbestos fiber that settled in their 

mouths and throats during dusty rig work. 

• Esophageal Cancer: Cancer of the esophagus connected to the same ingestion pathway 

as stomach and colorectal cancer, affecting the tissue that asbestos fiber passes through 

before reaching the digestive tract. 

A worker diagnosed with any of these cancers after spending years on an Antrim Shale rig 

should not assume that only a lung cancer or mesothelioma diagnosis qualifies for a claim. An 

asbestos cancer lawyer evaluates the full medical record against the worker’s specific exposure 

history to determine which of these cancers connects to the asbestos products that worker 

actually handled. 

Why Antrim Shale Workers Are Now Connecting the Diagnosis to the Rig 

The Antrim Shale play never carried the same national profile as the Permian Basin, the Eagle 

Ford, or the Gulf Coast oilfields, and the workers who spent their careers on Michigan’s 

northern gas rigs have had almost no legal content written specifically about their exposure 

history. Many of these workers assumed asbestos litigation applied only to large industrial 

facilities, refineries, and shipyards, not to the smaller drilling operations scattered across rural 

counties in northern Michigan. 

That assumption has left a defined population of aging workers without the information they 

need to recognize a viable claim. The same companies that supplied asbestos drilling mud 

additives, asbestos gaskets, and asbestos insulation to oilfields in Texas, Louisiana, and 
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Oklahoma supplied identical products to drilling operations across the Antrim Shale play, and 

the corporate knowledge and bankruptcy trust structure that supports claims in those better-

known regions applies equally to workers from Otsego, Antrim, and Crawford counties. 

How a Smoking History Affects an Antrim Shale Worker’s Claim 

Many retired gas field workers assume that a smoking history eliminates their ability to file a 

lung cancer claim. That assumption is incorrect. Medical research has established that asbestos 

exposure and tobacco use interact synergistically rather than simply adding together, producing 

a combined lung cancer risk far greater than either factor alone. Courts evaluate whether 

asbestos was a substantial contributing factor to a worker’s lung cancer, and workers with 

smoking histories regularly succeed in these claims when their occupational exposure is 

properly documented. 

Contact the Ferrell Law Group About an Antrim Shale Asbestos Cancer Claim 

The Ferrell Law Group represents asbestos cancer victims and their families nationwide, 

including retired workers whose careers were spent on drilling rigs and well servicing crews 

across Michigan’s Antrim Shale gas fields. Workers diagnosed with mesothelioma, lung cancer, 

colon or colorectal cancer, laryngeal cancer, stomach cancer, or esophageal cancer after years 

of rig work in northern Michigan, as well as families of workers who have already died from 

these diseases, are encouraged to contact us for a free consultation. 

Our attorneys will review the work history, the diagnosis, and every applicable compensation 

path at no cost and with no obligation to proceed. Cases are accepted on a contingency basis, 

meaning there are no legal fees of any kind unless we recover compensation on a client’s 

behalf. With over 30 years of experience and hundreds of millions of dollars recovered for 

clients across the country, the Ferrell Law Group is ready to help Antrim Shale workers and 

their families understand what their claim may be worth. Contact us to learn more about your 

case.  
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