
 
 

 

 

 

21st December 2011 

 

 

Freedom of Information Act 2000 – RFI20111456 

 

Thank you for your request under the Freedom of Information Act (‘the Act’) of 29th November, 

seeking: 

 

FOI data from the BBC News website (www.bbc.co.uk/news) 

 

1) Which categories on the BBC News Website are most popular? If possible, please provide statistics 

regarding number of unique readers per day. 

 

The information you have requested is excluded from the Act because it is held for the purposes 

of ‘journalism, art or literature.’  The BBC is therefore not obliged to provide this information to 

you and will not be doing so on this occasion.  Part VI of Schedule 1 to FOIA provides that 

information held by the BBC and the other public service broadcasters is only covered by the Act 

if it is held for ‘purposes other than those of journalism, art or literature”.  The BBC is not 

required to supply information held for the purposes of creating the BBC’s output or information 

that supports and is closely associated with these creative activities; this includes analysis breaking 

down consumption of BBC content .1   

 

You may not be aware that one of the main policy drivers behind the limited application of the Act 

to public service broadcasters was to protect freedom of expression and the rights of the media 

under Article 10 European Convention on Human Rights (“ECHR”).  The BBC, as a media 

organisation, is under a duty to impart information and ideas on all matters of public interest and 

the importance of this function has been recognised by the European Court of Human Rights.  

Maintaining our editorial independence is a crucial factor in enabling the media to fulfil this 

function.  

 

2) How many accesses are made from UK or foreign IP addresses?  Please can you provide a 

breakdown of website usage by country. 

 

                                                 

1 For more information about how the Act applies to the BBC please see the enclosure which follows this letter.  

Please note that this guidance is not intended to be a comprehensive legal interpretation of how the Act applies to the 

BBC. 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news


 

Overall, the global weekly average total for the BBC News website, from the period September to 

November 2011 was 34.9 million unique browsers. Of these, 15.9 million were from the UK. 

 

Users outside the UK are directed to the international version of the BBC website at 

www.bbc.com This is run by BBC Worldwide Limited, the commercial arm of the BBC, which has 

a remit to maximise profits on behalf of the BBC by creating, acquiring, developing and exploiting 

BBC and other media content around the world. BBC Worldwide is self-funded and returns 

profits to the BBC to be reinvested in programmes and services to help keep the UK licence fee 

as low as possible. 

 

By way of context, in 2007 the BBC Trust gave approval for BBC.com, subject to certain 

conditions, to introduce advertising to the international traffic to bbc.co.uk. In addition, BBC.com 

delivers a new flow of income into the BBC for investment in its core journalistic mission and 

capabilities, as well as the fees that BBC Worldwide pays the BBC for the rights and services it 

uses. 

 

I can confirm that the BBC does hold the information you have requested, i.e. a breakdown by 

country. However, we consider this information to be exempt from disclosure under section 

43(2) of the Act as disclosure would be likely to prejudice the commercial interests of BBC 

Worldwide.  

 

This information is used by BBC Worldwide’s Global Sales teams when selling advertising for 

BBC.com.   BBC Worldwide must maintain a strong bargaining position when negotiating deals for 

advertising on the website.  Sharing such information regarding audience penetration and BBC 

Worldwide’s reach would provide key competitors with information that could be used against 

the BBC Worldwide to drive down the rates that BBC Worldwide can charge for its advertising 

space.    

 

As section 43 is a qualified exemption, the BBC is required under section 2(2) of the Act to assess 

whether the public interest in maintaining the exemption outweighs the public interest in 

disclosing the information.   In favour of disclosure, the BBC recognises that there is a general 

public interest in disclosing information that demonstrates that the BBC's commercial activities are 

conducted in an open and transparent manner at all times. 

 

On the other hand, in considering factors that might weigh in favour of the public interest in 

withholding, we took into account that if advertising rates chargeable by BBC Worldwide were to 

be reduced, this would reduce the amount of money returned to the BBC, resulting either in a 

reduction to the amount that could be spent creating new content, or an increase in the licence 

fee. Neither of these outcomes are in the public interest.  
 

 

3) What is the average time spent in each category for the BBC News website?  

 

Information breaking down the amount of time spent per category is excluded from the Act for 

the reasons given above in question 1. However, we can say that an average visit to BBC News 

Online lasts 8 minutes and 45 seconds. This figure is based on all users worldwide, and is an 

average across September – November 2011.   

 

This figure should be treated with caution, as it is difficult to accurately report on time spent on 

BBC News online. We can only measure the time that elapses between page views, and this 

http://www.bbc.com/


 

means that the time users spend on the last page of their visit is never measured. If users spend 

more than 30 minutes on the same page, we assume that they are no longer looking at that page, 

and we do not count the time spent on it. However for some of our pages, e.g. the live event 

coverage, it is possible that users could spend more than 30 minutes engaged with that page, and 

we are not capturing that usage. 

 

4) What times of day is the BBC News website most accessed from UK visitors? 

 

During the working week, usage of the BBC News site peaks between 12pm and 2pm. At the 

weekend, usage is fairly steady between 9am and 11pm.  

 

This is data for UK users only, from November 2011. 

 

  

Appeal Rights 

 

If you are not satisfied that we have complied with the Act in responding to your request, you 

have the right to an internal review by a BBC senior manager or legal adviser. Please contact us at 

the address above, explaining what you would like us to review and including your reference 

number. If you are not satisfied with the internal review, you can appeal to the Information 

Commissioner. The contact details are: Information Commissioner's Office, Wycliffe House, 

Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF, telephone 01625 545 700 or see 

http://www.ico.gov.uk/  

 

When the information requested is not covered by the Act (questions 1 and 3 of your request), 

the BBC does not offer an internal review. Instead, you can appeal directly to the Information 

Commissioner.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

B Crane 

Legal and Business Affairs Manager 

Future Media and Technology Divisions 

 

http://www.ico.gov.uk/


 

 

Freedom of Information 
 

From January 2005 the Freedom of Information (FOI) Act 2000 gives a general right of access to all 

types of recorded information held by public authorities. The Act also sets out exemptions from that 

right and places a number of obligations on public authorities. The term “public authority” is defined in 

the Act; it includes all public bodies and government departments in the UK. The BBC, Channel 4, 

S4C and MG Alba are the only broadcasting organisations covered by the Act. 

 

Application to the BBC  

 

The BBC has a long tradition of making information available and accessible. It seeks to be open and 

accountable and already provides the public with a great deal of information about its activities. BBC 

Audience Services operates 24 hours a day, seven days a week handling telephone and written 

comments and queries, and the BBC’s website bbc.co.uk provides an extensive online information 

resource.  

 

It is important to bear this in mind when considering the Freedom of Information Act and how it 

applies to the BBC. The Act does not apply to the BBC in the way it does to most public authorities in 

one significant respect. It recognises the different position of the BBC (as well as Channel 4 and S4C) 

by saying that it covers information “held for purposes other than those of journalism, art or 

literature”. This means the Act does not apply to information held for the purposes of creating the 

BBC’s output (TV, radio, online etc), or information that supports and is closely associated with these 

creative activities.  

 

A great deal of information within this category is currently available from the BBC and will continue 

to be so. If this is the type of information you are looking for, you can check whether it is available on 

the BBC’s website bbc.co.uk or contact BBC Audience Services. 

 

The Act does apply to all of the other information we hold about the management and running of the 

BBC.  

 

The BBC 

 

The BBC's aim is to enrich people's lives with great programmes and services that inform, educate and 

entertain. It broadcasts radio and television programmes on analogue and digital services in the UK. It 

delivers interactive services across the web, television and mobile devices. The BBC's online service is 

one of Europe's most widely visited content sites. Around the world, international multimedia 

broadcaster BBC World Service delivers a wide range of language and regional services on radio, TV, 

online and via wireless handheld devices, together with BBC World News, the commercially-funded 

international news and information television channel. 

 

The BBC's remit as a public service broadcaster is defined in the BBC Charter and Agreement. It is 

the responsibility of the BBC Trust (the sovereign body within the BBC) to ensure that the 

organisation delivers against this remit by setting key objectives, approving strategy and policy, and 

monitoring and assessing performance. The Trustees also safeguard the BBC's independence and 

ensure the Corporation is accountable to its audiences and to Parliament.  

 

Day-to-day operations are run by the Director-General and his senior management team, the 

Executive Board. All BBC output in the UK is funded by an annual Licence Fee. This is determined and 

regularly reviewed by Parliament. Each year, the BBC publishes an Annual Report & Accounts, and 

reports to Parliament on how it has delivered against its public service remit. 

 

 

 


