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ABSTRACT 
 
 A new taxon of elasmosaurid plesiosaur from northern Alberta, Wapuskanectes betsynichollsae gen. et sp. nov., is described.  
The specimen was recovered from the Lower Cretaceous Wabiskaw Member of the Clearwater Formation, and is recognized as 
the oldest elasmosaurid described from the Cretaceous of North America.  The holotype specimen, TMP 98.49.02, includes a 
very well preserved pectoral girdle, and provides many taxonomically informative characters for comparison to other 
Cretaceous long-necked taxa, including the Aptian taxon Callawayasaurus colombiensis (Welles, 1962).  Bearing possible 
ontogenetic variation in mind, Wapuskanectes is distinguished from other adult plesiosaurs by the presence of a complete 
pectoral bar, the absence of a broad medial contact between the ventral rami of the scapulae, a very pronounced ventral process 
of the coracoids, a fully enclosed cordiform intercoracoid vacuity, and a distinct postaxial epipodial facet on the humerus.  

 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Our understanding of plesiosaur diversity and 
distribution is notably poor for the Early Cretaceous 
(144.5–99.6 Ma) (Ogg, et al., 2004).  Currently, only 
four genera of Early Cretaceous long-necked, small-
skulled elasmosaurids (sensu Brown, 1993) are 
recognized: Brancasaurus brancai Wegner, 1914, 
Callawayasaurus (formerly Alzadasaurus; Carpenter, 
1999) colombiensis (Welles, 1962); Styxosaurus 
glendowerensis (Persson, 1960); and Eromangasaurus 
carinognathus Kear, 2005.  Until now, no North 
American elasmosaur material has been recognized 
from the Early Cretaceous.   

Since 1992, open pit mining of the Athabascan 
Oil Sands deposit by Syncrude Canada, Ltd. has 
serendipitously resulted in the discovery of several new 
plesiosaur specimens in northeastern Alberta, Canada 
(Druckenmiller and Russell, 2003) (Figure 1).  The 
fossils were discovered in the Lower Cretaceous 
Wabiskaw Member of the Clearwater Formation 
(lower Albian), which overlies the bitumen-rich 
continental sediments of the McMurray Formation, and 
is removed as overburden in the mining of the oil sands 

(Figure 2).  Three of the new specimens (TMP 
96.97.01, TMP 98.49.02, and TMP 99.68.01) from the 
Syncrude mine are referable to the Elasmosauridae.  
One of these, TMP 98.49.02, consists of a partial, 
uncrushed, postcranial skeleton, including the nearly 
complete pectoral girdle.  Comparisons with other 
Cretaceous elasmosaurs demonstrate that these remains 
represent a new taxon of plesiosaur, which is named 
and described below.  The new taxon is significant at a 
global level in that it adds new information about the 
morphological diversity and geographical distribution 
of Elasmosauridae in the Early Cretaceous.  
Furthermore, TMP 98.49.02 is the oldest North 
American elasmosaur.   As such, it significantly 
extends the stratigraphic range of this group in North 
America, which was home to the greatest diversity of 
Late Cretaceous elasmosaurs anywhere in the world.   
 

PROVENANCE 
 

All three of the elasmosaurid specimens were 
discovered on the west side of the Syncrude Base 
Mine, within a 2–3 meter thick, heterolithic, very fine- 
to   medium-grained  glauconitic  sandstone  unit of the  


