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LIGHTWEIGHT HIGH STRENGTH PARTICLES 
AND METHODS OF THEIR USE IN WELLS 

[0001] This application is a divisional of application Ser. 
No. 10/443,532 ?led on May 22, 2003, noW pending. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] The present invention relates to light Weight high 
strength particles and methods of treating subterranean 
producing Zones With ?uids containing the particles. 

[0004] 2. Description of the Prior Art 

[0005] Treating ?uids containing high strength particles 
are used in a variety of operations and treatments conducted 
in oil and gas Wells. Such operations and treatments include, 
but are not limited to, Well completion operations and 
production stimulation treatments. 

[0006] An example of a Well completion operation using 
a treating ?uid containing particles is gravel packing. In 
gravel packing operations, particles referred to in the art as 
gravel are carried to a subterranean producing Zone in Which 
a gravel pack is to be placed by a hydrocarbon or Water 
carrying ?uid. That is, the particles are suspended in the 
carrier ?uid Which can be viscosi?ed and the carrier ?uid is 
pumped into the subterranean producing Zone in Which a 
gravel pack is to be placed. Once the particles are placed in 
the Zone, the treating ?uid leaks off into the subterranean 
Zone and/or is returned to the surface. The gravel pack 
produced functions as a ?lter to separate formation solids 
from produced ?uids While permitting the produced ?uids to 
?oW into and through the Well bore. 

[0007] An example of a production stimulation treatment 
utiliZing a treating ?uid having particles suspended therein 
is hydraulic fracturing. That is, a treating ?uid, referred to in 
the art as a fracturing ?uid, is pumped through a Well bore 
into a subterranean Zone to be stimulated at a rate and 
pressure such that fractures are formed and extended into the 
subterranean Zone. At least a portion of the fracturing ?uid 
carries particles, referred to in the art as proppant particles 
into the formed fractures. The particles are deposited in the 
fractures and the fracturing ?uid leaks off into the subter 
ranean Zone and/or is returned to the surface. The particles 
function to prevent the formed fractures from closing 
Whereby conductive channels are formed through Which 
produced ?uids can ?oW to the Well bore. 

[0008] As more oil and gas Wells are being drilled in deep 
Water into high temperature deep Zones, gravel packing in 
long open horiZontal Well bores is becoming more prevalent. 
The completion of the Wells requires light Weight high 
strength particles that are high temperature and chemical 
resistant. In order to prevent damage to the producing Zone 
in Which a gravel pack is placed, the treating ?uid carrying 
the particles is generally viscosi?ed to a relatively loW 
degree. As a result, the particles suspended in the treating 
?uid must be of light Weight, i.e., the particles must have a 
speci?c gravity in the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2. 

[0009] The use of lightWeight particles loWers the overall 
density of the ?uid carrying the particles Which directly 
reduces the hydrostatic pressure applied to the Well bore and 
helps prevent unWanted fracturing of the Well bore. In 
addition, the use of lightWeight particles reduces the con 
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centration of gelling agent required to viscosify the carrier 
?uid, thus minimizing the amount of gelling agent residue 
that remains Within the packed bed of particles or Which 
penetrates into the subterranean producing Zone. 

[0010] The same is true of fracture stimulation treatments 
carried out in deep, high temperature Wells, i.e., light Weight 
high strength spherical particles having speci?c gravities in 
the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2 are required due to 
the use of loWer viscosity fracturing ?uids and the high 
temperature of the subterranean Zones being fractured. 

[0011] A variety of light Weight particles formed of ther 
moplastic materials including polyole?ns, polystyrene divi 
nylbenZene, poly?uorocarbons, polyethers etherketones and 
polyamide imides are commercially available. HoWever, 
When the thermoplastic particles are exposed to tempera 
tures above about 150° F., the particles soften and deform. 
As a result, the thermoplastic polymers are generally limited 
to gravel packing Wells having loW temperatures and they 
are generally not applicable in hydraulic fracturing opera 
tions. 

[0012] Thus, there are needs for improved light Weight 
high strength particles for use in gravel packing and frac 
turing procedures that have high temperature and chemical 
resistance and have speci?c gravities in the range of from 
about 0.7 to about 2.2. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0013] The present invention provides light Weight high 
strength particles and methods of using the particles in 
gravel packing, fracturing and similar operations Which 
meet the needs described above and overcome the de?cien 
cies of the prior art. The light Weight high strength particles 
are basically comprised of sintered mixtures of a base 
material and holloW microspheres and they have high tem 
perature and chemical resistance as Well as speci?c gravities 
in the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2. 

[0014] A method of the present invention for treating a 
subterranean producing Zone penetrated by a Well bore is 
comprised of the folloWing steps. A treating ?uid that 
comprises a hydrocarbon or Water carrier ?uid having light 
Weight high strength particles comprising sintered mixtures 
of a base material and holloW microspheres suspended 
therein is prepared or provided. Thereafter, the treating ?uid 
is pumped into the subterranean producing Zone and the 
particles are deposited therein. 

[0015] Other and further objects, features and advantages 
of the present invention Will be readily apparent to those 
skilled in the art upon a reading of the description of 
preferred embodiments Which folloWs. 

DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0016] The light Weight high strength particles of this 
invention Which are useful in completing and stimulating 
Wells are basically comprised of sintered mixtures of a base 
material and holloW microspheres. Because of the presence 
of the holloW microspheres mixed With the base material, the 
sintered particles formed from the mixture have loW speci?c 
gravities in the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2. Further, 
the light Weight particles have high strength as Well as high 
temperature and chemical resistance. 
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[0017] The base material can be formed of clay (hydrated 
aluminum silicate), bauxite (alumina bearing minerals con 
taining 30-75% A1202, 9-31% H2O, 3-25% FeO3, 2-9% 
SiO2 and 1-3% TiOZ), alumina (A102), silica (SiO2) and 
mixtures thereof. Preferred base materials are comprised of 
bauxite and clay, alumina and clay or alumina and silica. Of 
these, a mixture of bauxite and clay is most preferred. 

[0018] While a variety of known methods of producing the 
particles of this invention including spraying, prilling, pel 
letiZing and other similar procedures can be utiliZed, a 
suitable procedure is as folloWs. ApoWdered mixture of the 
base material, e.g., a mixture of bauxite and clay containing 
bauxite in an amount of about 60 Weight % and clay in an 
amount of about 40 Weight % is slurried in Water. Asuitable 
binder such as polyvinylacetate, methylcellulose and poly 
methylmethacrylate, preferably polymethylmethacrylate, is 
added to the slurry and holloW microspheres are added to the 
slurry. The mixture of base material and holloW micro 
spheres in the slurry is comprised of base material in an 
amount in the range of from about 50% to about 90% by 
Weight of the mixture and holloW microspheres in an amount 
in the range of from about 10% to about 50% by Weight of 
the mixture. 

[0019] Prior to adding the holloW microspheres to the 
slurry, the surfaces of the holloW microspheres can option 
ally be pretreated With a mixture of epoxy and amine 
organosilane coupling agents. The organosilane coupling 
agents greatly improve the Wetability of the holloW micro 
spheres Whereby they can readily be mixed With the base 
material. In addition, the organosilane coupling agents 
attach to the surfaces of the holloW microspheres and form 
silanol thereon. The silanol undergoes immediate dehydra 
tion resulting in silicon-oxygen-silicon bonds (—Si—O— 
Si—) betWeen the base material utiliZed and the holloW 
microspheres thereby enhancing the compressive, tensile, 
and bond strengths of the solid particles formed. 

[0020] The organosilane coupling agents utiliZed are pref 
erably mixtures of epoxy and amine organosilane coupling 
agents. Examples of such mixtures include 3-glycidoxypro 
pyltrimethoxy silane and 3-aminopropyltriethoxy silane or 
3-glycidoxypropyltrimethoxy silane and N-2-(aminoethyl) 
3-aminopropyltrimethoxy silane. Most preferably, the orga 
nosilane coupling agent mixture used to surface treat the 
holloW microspheres is a 1:1 by Weight mixture of 3-glyci 
doxypropyltrimethoxy silane and 3-aminopropyltriethoxy 
silane. 

[0021] The surface pretreatment of the holloW micro 
spheres is carried out by combining the mixture of orga 
nosilanes utiliZed With ethyl acetate While stirring the ethyl 
acetate. Thereafter, the holloW microspheres are added to the 
mixture and the resulting mixture containing the micro 
spheres is heated at 170° F. for about one hour With 
continuous stirring, folloWed by ?ltration and drying. After 
drying, the surface treated holloW microspheres are heated to 
150° F. in a vacuum oven for 24 hours. Under these 
conditions, the amino group of the amino organosilane 
reacts With the epoxy group of the epoxy organosilane on the 
surfaces of the holloW microspheres. 

[0022] As Will be understood by those skilled in the art, 
the particular amount and siZe of the holloW microspheres 
included in the base material-holloW microspheres mixture 
depends on the base material used and the amount and siZe 
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of holloW microspheres required to achieve a speci?c grav 
ity in the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2. This amount 
can be determined by calculation and/or trial and error. 

[0023] After the holloW microspheres have been added to 
the slurry containing the mixture of bauxite and clay and a 
binder, a major portion of the Water in the slurry is removed 
and the resulting partially dried mixture of base material, 
binder and holloW microspheres is dried. Particles of the 
desired siZe are continuously recovered and then sintered by 
heating at a temperature of betWeen about 1100° C. and 
1750° C. The particles produced are in siZes in the range of 
from about 100 microns to about 2000 microns and the 
holloW microspheres in the particles are of a siZe in the range 
of from about 5 microns to about 65 microns. 

[0024] As Will noW be understood, the quantity and siZe of 
the holloW microspheres utiliZed in the mixture of base 
material and holloW microspheres control the speci?c grav 
ity of the particles formed. Depending on the particular 
density of the base material utiliZed, microspheres of the 
same siZe or of varying siZes are mixed With the base 
material to produce light Weight high strength particles 
having speci?c gravities in the range of from about 0.7 to 
about 2.2. 

[0025] Avariety of holloW microspheres can be utiliZed in 
accordance With this invention including, but not limited to, 
holloW mineral glass spheres that are commercially avail 
able under the tradename “SPHERELITESTM” from Halli 
burton Energy Services of Duncan, Okla.; holloW cenos 
pheres formed of silica and aluminia ?lled With loW pressure 
gases commercially available under the trade designation 
“CENOLIGHT®” from Microspheres, S.A.; holloW micro 
spheres that are formed of glass and are commercially 
available under the trade designation “SCOTCHLIGHTTM” 
from the 3M Company of St. Paul, Minn.; and microspheres 
formed of ceramic material that are commercially available 
under the trade designation “Z-LIGHT SPHERESTM” from 
the 3M Company of St. Paul, Minn. The crush strengths, true 
densities and particle siZes of the “SCOTCHLIGHTTM” and 
“Z-LIGHT SPHERESTM” holloW microspheres are set forth 
in the Table beloW. 

TABLE 

HolloW Microsphere Properties 

Compressive True Particle 
Strength, Density Size, 

HolloW Microspheres psi g/cc microns 

“SCOTCHLIGHI‘ TM” Glass 

Bubble General Purpose Series1 

K32 2,000 0.32 20 
K37 3,000 0.37 20 
S38 4,000 0.38 15 
K46 6,000 0.46 15 
S60 10,000 0.60 10 
“SCOTCHLIGHI‘ TM” Glass 

Bubble Floated Purpose Series1 

H20 1,000 0.20 30 
D30 4,500 0.20 20 
H50 10,000 0.20 20 



US 2005/0284630 A1 

TABLE-continued 

HolloW Microsphere Properties 

Compressive True Particle 
Strength, Density Size, 

HolloW Microspheres psi g/cc microns 

“Z-LIGHT SPHERES TM” 

Ceramic Microspheres2 

G-3125 2,000 0.7 50 
G-3150 2,000 0.7 55 
G-3500 2,000 0.7 65 

1Commercially available from 3M Company of St. Paul, MN. 
2Commercially available from 3M Company of St. Paul, MN. 

[0026] The methods of the present invention for treating a 
subterranean producing zone penetrated by a Well bore are 
basically comprised of the following steps. A treating ?uid 
that comprises a hydrocarbon or Water carrier ?uid having 
light Weight high strength spherical solid particles compris 
ing sintered mixtures of a base material and holloW micro 
spheres suspended therein is prepared or provided. There 
after, the treating ?uid is pumped into the subterranean 
producing zone and the particles are deposited therein. 

[0027] The treating ?uid can be a fracturing ?uid Whereby 
the solid particles are deposited in fractures formed in the 
subterranean zone, a gravel packing ?uid Whereby the 
particles are deposited in the Well bore adjacent to the 
subterranean producing zone, or other similar subterranean 
zone treating ?uid. 

[0028] A preferred method of the present invention for 
treating a subterranean producing zone penetrated by a Well 
bore comprises the steps of: (a) preparing or providing a 
treating ?uid that comprises a hydrocarbon or Water carrier 
?uid having light Weight high strength solid particles sus 
pended therein, said particles comprising sintered mixtures 
of a base material and holloW microspheres; and (b) pump 
ing the treating ?uid into the subterranean producing zone 
Whereby the solid particles are deposited therein. 

[0029] Thus, the present invention is Well adapted to attain 
the objects and advantages mentioned as Well as those Which 
are inherent therein. While numerous changes may be made 
by those skilled in the art, such changes are encompassed 
Within the spirit of this invention as de?ned by the appended 
claims. 
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What is claimed is: 

1. Light Weight high strength particles useful in complet 
ing and stimulating Wells comprising sintered mixtures of a 
base material and holloW microspheres. 

2. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said particles have 
speci?c gravities in the range of from about 0.7 to about 2.2. 

3. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said base material is 
selected from the group consisting of clay, bauxite, alumina, 
silica and mixtures thereof. 

4. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said base material is 
a mixture of bauxite and clay. 

5. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said base material is 
a mixture of alumina and clay. 

6. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said base material is 
a mixture of alumina and silica. 

7. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said sintered base 
material has a crush strength in the range of from about 1000 
psi to about 10,000 psi. 

8. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said holloW micro 
spheres are formed of glass. 

9. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said holloW micro 
spheres are formed of a ceramic material. 

10. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said holloW micro 
spheres have a crush strength in the range of from about 
1000 psi to about 10,000 psi. 

11. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said particles are of 
a size in the range of from about 100 microns to about 2000 
microns. 

12. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said holloW micro 
spheres are of a size in the range of from about 5 microns to 
about 65 microns. 

13. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said particles further 
comprise a binder. 

14. The particles of claim 13 Wherein said binder is 
selected from the group consisting of polyvinylacetate, 
methylcellulose and polymethylmethacrylate. 

15. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said base material is 
present in said particles in an amount in the range of from 
about 50% to about 90% by Weight of said particles. 

16. The particles of claim 1 Wherein said holloW micro 
spheres are present in said particles in an amount in the 
range of from about 10% to about 50% by Weight of said 
particles. 


