
Detroit-Area Auto Plant Workers and the Asbestos Exposure Hidden 
Beyond Brake Repair 

Asbestos Was Used Throughout Automotive Factories, Not Just in Vehicle Brakes 

Asbestos exposure in the automotive industry is often associated with mechanics replacing 
brakes and clutches. Those products created serious risks, but they were not the only sources of 
exposure. Detroit-area automotive factories also used asbestos in production equipment, utility 
systems, protective materials, and factory buildings. 

Workers could encounter asbestos in assembly plants, stamping plants, engine and transmission 
facilities, foundries, parts factories, and maintenance departments. Some handled asbestos-
containing materials directly. Others inhaled fibers released by repairs, equipment maintenance, 
insulation removal, or cleanup performed nearby. 

A Michigan asbestos lawyer can investigate whether a retired automotive worker’s lung cancer 
may be connected to conditions inside a former plant. Employment during the 1960s, 1970s, or 
1980s can remain relevant when lung cancer is diagnosed decades after the worker left the 
industry. 

Where Asbestos Was Found Inside Detroit-Area Auto Plants 

Automotive manufacturing required equipment capable of tolerating intense heat, friction, 
pressure, and continuous operation. Because asbestos resisted heat and fire, manufacturers 
used it in materials installed throughout factories. Exposure could therefore occur far beyond 
the areas where vehicle brakes and clutches were made or handled. 

Potential sources of asbestos inside automotive plants included: 

• Boilers and Steam Systems: Asbestos insulation covered boilers, steam pipes, pumps, 
valves, and other high-temperature components used to heat and operate automotive 
facilities.  

• Furnaces and Foundries: Furnace insulation, refractory materials, hot-metal equipment, 
and heat-resistant protective gear could contain asbestos.  

• Industrial Brakes: Presses, cranes, hoists, conveyors, and other machinery used 
asbestos-containing brakes and friction components.  

• Gaskets and Packing: Maintenance work on pumps, valves, compressors, engines, and 
production equipment could disturb asbestos gaskets and packing.  
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• Welding Protection: Welding blankets, curtains, gloves, aprons, and shields were 
sometimes made with asbestos because of its resistance to heat and sparks.  

• Building Materials: Factory buildings could contain asbestos in pipe covering, ceiling 
materials, floor tile, roofing, cement products, fireproofing, and electrical components.  

• Vehicle Components: Brake linings, clutch facings, gaskets, and other automotive parts 
could release fibers during manufacturing, testing, handling, or cleanup.  

An asbestos lawyer can investigate which products and equipment were present at a particular 
facility. That investigation can connect a worker’s department and responsibilities to exposure 
sources that may no longer be visible or even present at the former plant. 

The Auto Plant Jobs With Greater Exposure Risks 

Job titles do not always reveal the full extent of a worker’s asbestos exposure. Two employees 
with the same title might have worked in different buildings, departments, or production areas. 
Their actual responsibilities and proximity to maintenance work can provide a more accurate 
picture of the risk. 

However, Detroit-area automotive workers with potentially significant exposure included: 

• Millwrights and Maintenance Mechanics: These workers repaired presses, conveyors, 
pumps, valves, compressors, cranes, and other equipment containing asbestos 
insulation, gaskets, packing, or brakes.  

• Pipefitters and Plumbers: Their work could disturb pipe insulation, boiler materials, 
gaskets, packing, and components within factory steam systems.  

• Electricians: Electrical workers could encounter asbestos in panels, arc chutes, wire 
insulation, fireproofing, equipment rooms, and nearby mechanical systems.  

• Welders and Fabricators: These employees worked around heat-resistant blankets, 
curtains, gloves, protective clothing, and insulated equipment.  

• Foundry and Furnace Workers: High-temperature operations placed workers near 
furnace linings, refractory materials, protective gear, and insulated pipes.  

• Press and Crane Operators: Industrial brakes and maintenance performed on heavy 
machinery could release asbestos fibers near equipment operators.  

• Custodians and Laborers: Sweeping, cleaning, handling discarded materials, and 
removing maintenance debris could disturb accumulated asbestos dust.  



• Production Workers: Assembly and parts workers could experience bystander exposure 
from machinery repairs, pipework, insulation removal, and other activities occurring 
around production lines.  

A lawyer investigating an automotive worker’s claim can look beyond the formal job title. 
Departments, daily tasks, nearby trades, equipment, shutdown assignments, and plant layout 
may provide a clearer account of how exposure occurred. 

Repairs and Plant Shutdowns Could Create Intense Exposure 

Automotive plants periodically stopped production so maintenance crews and contractors could 
repair machinery, replace worn components, renovate departments, or install new production 
lines. This work could disturb large amounts of aging insulation and other asbestos-containing 
material. 

Workers might cut insulated pipes, remove furnace materials, replace industrial brakes, scrape 
gaskets, open boilers, or dismantle equipment. Grinding, drilling, sawing, and tearing out old 
materials could create dust that spread beyond the immediate work area. 

Exposure was not limited to the trades performing the repairs. Production employees, 
supervisors, cleanup crews, and contractors could enter contaminated areas before all the dust 
had settled or been properly removed. Some workers also participated in shutdown work 
outside their usual departments, placing them near unfamiliar asbestos sources. 

A Lung Cancer Diagnosis May Come Decades After the Plant Work Ended 

Asbestos-related lung cancer usually does not appear immediately after exposure. Inhaled 
fibers can remain in the lungs and contribute to changes that develop into cancer years or 
decades later. 

This long latency period helps explain why retired automotive workers are still receiving 
diagnoses connected to jobs they held in the middle or later decades of the twentieth century. 
A worker may have left the plant long before symptoms appeared and may never have been 
warned that equipment or materials inside the facility contained asbestos. 

A history of smoking does not automatically prevent an asbestos claim. Tobacco smoke and 
asbestos are separate lung cancer risk factors, and both may contribute to the same diagnosis. 
Medical experts can consider smoking history together with the worker’s job duties, duration of 
exposure, working conditions, medical records, and other evidence. 

How Exposure Can Be Proven When the Plant Has Closed 

Detroit’s automotive industry has changed considerably since many retired workers began their 
careers. Plants have closed, buildings have been demolished, corporate names have changed, 
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and old records may no longer be in the worker’s possession. Those obstacles can complicate an 
investigation without necessarily ending it. 

Evidence used to reconstruct factory exposure may include: 

• Employment Records: Social Security earnings histories, union files, pension records, 
personnel documents, and tax records can establish employers, facilities, and 
approximate dates of employment.  

• Coworker Testimony: Former employees can describe departments, machinery, 
products, repairs, shutdowns, and dusty working conditions inside a plant.  

• Maintenance Documents: Equipment manuals, purchase records, contractor files, and 
repair documents may identify asbestos-containing materials used in factory operations. 

• Plant and Product Evidence: Documents and testimony from previous claims may 
connect particular manufacturers, products, or equipment to the same automotive 
facility.  

• Medical Records: Pathology reports, imaging, oncology records, and documented 
occupational histories can establish the diagnosis and support an evaluation of 
causation.  

A retired worker does not need to locate every record or remember every product before 
seeking assistance. An asbestos lawyer can obtain employment documents, investigate plant 
history, identify former coworkers, and locate evidence involving products used at the facility. 

Who May Be Responsible for Factory Exposure 

Workers sometimes assume that a claim must be brought against the automotive company that 
employed them. In many asbestos cases, however, the investigation focuses on outside 
companies that manufactured, supplied, sold, or installed the dangerous products. 

Potentially responsible companies may include manufacturers of boilers, pumps, valves, 
industrial brakes, gaskets, insulation, refractory materials, protective clothing, and other 
asbestos-containing products. Contractors that installed or removed those materials may also 
become relevant, depending on the circumstances and applicable law. 

Some asbestos manufacturers entered bankruptcy and established trust funds to compensate 
eligible claimants. A retired auto worker’s history may support claims against active companies, 
bankruptcy trusts, or both. The available options depend on the specific plant, products, 
exposure history, diagnosis, and laws governing the claim. 

Compensation May Be Available to Retired Auto Workers 
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Retirement does not eliminate the financial and personal consequences of lung cancer. 
Treatment can produce medical expenses, travel costs, caregiving needs, physical limitations, 
and a significant loss of independence. 

Compensation may be available for medical costs, pain and suffering, diminished quality of life, 
household assistance, and other losses permitted under the governing law. Lost earnings may 
also remain relevant when a diagnosed person continued working after the traditional 
retirement age. 

If the worker dies, certain family members or the estate may be able to continue an existing 
case or pursue a wrongful death claim. Filing deadlines vary by state and type of claim, making 
it important to investigate potential legal options promptly after a diagnosis. 

Ferrell Law Group Represents Auto Workers Exposed to Asbestos 

If you worked in a Detroit-area assembly plant, foundry, stamping plant, parts factory, engine 
plant, or transmission facility and were later diagnosed with lung cancer, Ferrell Law Group can 
investigate whether occupational asbestos exposure contributed to your illness. 

We represent workers and families nationwide. Our team can reconstruct old employment 
histories, investigate automotive plants, identify asbestos-containing equipment and materials, 
locate responsible companies, and pursue available lawsuits and trust fund claims. Our results 
include $4.7 million for a woman with mesothelioma. 

Ferrell Law Group has the national resources and toxic exposure experience needed to 
investigate claims involving closed plants, missing records, multiple employers, and exposure 
that occurred decades ago. Contact us for a free consultation to discuss your work history, 
diagnosis, and potential right to compensation. 

Detroit-area automotive workers encountered asbestos in boilers, furnaces, steam pipes, 
machinery brakes, gaskets, insulation, and welding materials. Retired employees diagnosed with 
lung cancer may still have claims even when plants have closed or records are missing. 
Employment files, coworker testimony, medical evidence, and product records can help 
establish exposure decades after retirement.
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