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BOX 3: TRANSACTIONS AT POINT OF SALE (POS) TERMINALS IN 
MALTA BETWEEN 2017 AND 20211

This box presents a review carried out by Regulation and Oversight Office at the Central 
Bank of Malta regarding transactions at Point of Sale (POS) terminals in Malta. The data 
are collected by the Central Bank of Malta on a semi-annual basis on card-based payments 
from the various credit, payment and e-money institutions, so as to analyse the payment 
trends at a national level. This analysis investigates the number and type of payment cards 
issued in Malta, together with all payment transactions effected with these cards. 

The analysis depicts a continuous increase in payments at POS terminals with locally-
issued cards, meaning that card payments are gaining popularity among consumers. This 
may be due to their efficiency, reliability and security when compared to the other traditional 
paper-based payment instruments. 

The analysis is based on two reporting perspectives, i.e., information received from the 
acquiring perspective and information received from the issuing perspective. Data from 
the acquiring perspective are reported by Payment Service Providers (PSPs) offering the 
physical POS terminal to merchants, while the issuing perspective reflects data reported by 
institutions offering the actual payment cards to customers. These data are reported pursu-
ant to CBM Directive 5 on statistics reporting requirements, and in line with ECB Regulation 
on Payment Statistics ECB/2013/43. In addition, the Central Bank of Malta collects data 
on POS terminals with contactless functionality directly from the reporting institutions.2 This 
box also reports on the volume and value of payment transactions initiated online with 
domestic cards, directed to local and foreign based merchants. 

The box presents data for the five years 2017-2021, and analyses developments during 
2021. A similar study was carried out in 2021 analysing the data for the 5-year period 2016-
2020.3 

As expected, data for 2021 presents substantial increases in transactions due to the lifting 
of COVID-19 health measures, and a sharp rebound in private consumer expenditure. This 
is reflected in both the volumes and value of payment transactions carried out at physical 
POS terminals with cards issued locally. 

The gradual re-opening of international travel has also contributed to growth in transactions 
using foreign-issued cards, although the volume and value of such transactions remains 
below pre-pandemic levels.
1   Written by Victoria Briffa, Policy and Regulations Officer in the Regulation and Oversight Office at the Central Bank of Malta. 
The author is grateful for the assistance provided by Mr Charles Saliba and Ms Gianella Azzopardi – Manager and Senior Expert 
respectively in the same Office. She would also like to thank Ms Rita Schembri who heads the Economic Analysis Department 
and Ms Sandra Zerafa Coordinator of Economic Publications within the same Department for their comments and suggestions. 
The author would also like to show her appreciation to Mr Alexander Demarco, Deputy Governor, Mr Jesmond Gatt, Chief Officer 
Banking Operations, Dr Aaron Grech, Chief Officer Economics and Ms Sylvana Gatt, Head of Payments and Banking Department 
for their review. The views expressed in this report are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Central 
Bank of Malta. Any remaining errors are the sole responsibility of the author.
2   Data on contactless terminals and payments will be collected on a semi-annual basis pursuant to ECB Regulation ECB/2020/59 
as from reference period 2022.
3  See Saliba, C. and Briffa, V. (2021), “Transactions at Point of Sale (POS) Terminals in Malta in Recent Years”, Quarterly 
Review 2021(4), pp. 66-71, Central Bank of Malta.
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Issuing perspective
Table 1 shows the number of payment cards issued with a debit, credit and e-money func-
tionality in Malta during recent years.4

The number of payment cards issued with an e-money functionality and with a debit func-
tion exceed significantly those cards issued with a credit function. In particular, cards with 
an e-money function accounted for 56.6% of the total number of payment cards issued in 
Malta during 2021, whilst debit cards accounted for 35.4%.

Furthermore, the number of cards with a credit function decreased until 2020, falling from 
181,720 in 2017 to 167,569, with the highest decrease of 10,149 recorded during 2020. In 
2021, the number of credit cards in issuance rose by 1.7%, reaching 170,455 by the end 
of the year. Similarly, cards with a debit function initially decreased significantly, before 
increasing by 7.5% in 2020 and by a further 11.0% during 2021. By the end of that year 
there were 753,809 debit cards in use.

As regards cards issued with an e-money function (prepaid cards), these decreased constantly 
from 783,339 in 2017 to 657,959 in 2020, before registering a significant increase of 83.5% 
with 1.2 million prepaid cards issued during 2021. Such a marked increase emanated from a 
newly registered institution during the year, on-boarding Maltese and other EU nationals.

Overall, the total number of payment cards issued in Malta decreased by 11.0% during the 
first four years under review mainly due to the drop in debit cards and e-money function 
cards. However, following a 41.7% increase in 2021, the number of such cards stands 
26.0% over its 2017 level. This may reflect the increased interest of consumers to own a 
card due to the convenience and reliability this instrument offers when effecting payments 
for their purchases.

Acquiring perspective
This section reports data from the acquiring perspective, that is, data submitted by the 
institutions providing the physical POS terminals to merchants.

Up to 2018, only three institutions offered such terminals, with the fourth acquiring institu-
tion being registered in Malta during 2019.

4   E-money cards are considered as pre-paid cards which can be either re-loadable (from an e-money account) or non-reload-
able (example gift cards).

Table 1
TOTAL NUMBER OF PAYMENT CARDS ISSUED IN MALTA

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Cards with a credit or debit function 908,338 860,833 809,819 846,850 924,264
 of which:

 Cards with a debit function 726,618 681,474 632,101 679,281 753,809
 Cards with a credit function 181,720 179,359 177,718 167,569 170,455

Cards with an e-money function 783,339 740,980 698,216 657,959 1,207,561
Total 1,691,677 1,601,813 1,508,035 1,504,809 2,131,825
Source: Central Bank of Malta.
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The number of POS ter-
minals located in Malta 
increased from 15,761 
in 2017 to 17,968 termi-
nals in 2021, resulting 
in a 14.0% cumulative 
increase in five years. The 
year 2021 also happened 
to register the strongest 
yearly increase of 8.7%, 
or 1,430 physical termi-
nals (see Chart 1).

The substantial increase 
during 2021 mainly ema-
nates from a doubling in 
the number of physical POS terminals offered by the fourth acquirer to Maltese merchants, 
compared to the previous year.

Chart 1 also outlines that POS terminals with contactless functionality has increased steadily. 
Such terminals should provide a quicker and more convenient way for consumers to effect 
low value payments. It is worth indicating that while during 2017 only 22.3% of all POS ter-
minals located in Malta were contactless, this share went up to 51.2% during 2018, resulting 
in slightly more than half of the terminals having the contactless functionality. By the end of 
2021, almost all terminals provided such functionality. This may reflect the fact that the limit 
for contactless payments increased to €50, from €20 during 2020. Payments with contactless 
cards for amounts above €50 are still possible, though these require the cardholder’s PIN. 

Payment transactions effected at local POS terminals with cards issued by 
resident institutions 
This section sheds light on the volume and value of payment transactions effected at domes-
tic POS terminals with locally issued debit and credit cards.

As outlined in Table 2, the volume and value of such card payment transactions have been 
increasing consistently, registering an increase of 85.1% in volume terms, from 16.4 million 
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Chart 1
SHARE OF CONTACTLESS TERMINALS
(number; per cent)

Source: Central Bank of Malta.

Table 2

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
 Volume 16,420,740 18,511,316 20,493,089 23,302,621 30,393,278
 Value (€) 913,459,686 1,025,829,382 1,089,698,531 1,178,147,865 1,435,174,935
 Average value per transaction (€) 56 55 53 51 47
 Number of POS terminals 15,761 15,672 15,911 16,538 17,968
 Volume per terminal 1,042 1,181 1,288 1,409 1,692
 Value per terminal (€) 57,957 65,456 68,487 71,239 79,874
 Sources: Central Bank of Malta; author's estimates.
(1) Except e-money transactions.

TRANSACTIONS AT DOMESTIC POS TERMINALS WITH CARDS ISSUED BY RESIDENT PSPs 
(INVOLVING NON-MFIs)(1)
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transactions in 2017 up to 30.4 million in 2021. The increase in value, although lower, was 
still very strong, up by 57.1% from €913.5 million in 2017 to €1.4 billion in 2021. On the other 
hand, the average value per POS transaction decreased from €56 in 2017 to €47 per trans-
action in 2021, meaning that consumers, on average, utilised their payment card to settle 
lower value payments at physical POS terminals.

Likewise, the volume of payment transactions per POS terminal depicts an increasing 
trend, meaning that the usage of such a payment method is becoming more popular with 
consumers, indicating that such means of payments could be increasingly perceived as 
efficient and secure. In fact, usage efficiency increased from 1,042 transactions in 2017 
to 1,692 transactions per POS terminal during 2021, recording a substantial increase of 
62.4% across the five years under review. The corresponding values follow the same trend, 
registering a considerable increase of 37.8%, from an average of €57,957 per terminal in 
2017 to €79,874 per terminal in 2021.

Analysing this data, we can conclude that notwithstanding the fact that the number of 
physical POS terminals are increasing, the surge in the volume and value of POS payment 
transactions effected with locally-issued cards was more significant, resulting in consistent 
increases in the number of transactions per terminal along the years.

Apart from payment transactions effected with a physical card at POS terminals, the Bank 
also collects data on transactions initiated online, meaning e-commerce transactions.5 
Data reported between 2017 and 2021 show that online payment transactions are on the 
increase, with a substantial rise of 152.6% in the volume of online payment transactions 
in five years (from 9.5 million transactions in 2017 to 23.9 million transactions in 2021). 
Likewise, though weaker, the value of such transactions also rose significantly. This rose by 
124.6%, from €701.9 mil-
lion in 2017 to €1,576.5 
million in 2021. In 2021, 
the volume of online pay-
ment transactions reg-
istered an increase of 
23.9% over 2020, while 
the corresponding value 
recorded an increase 
of 30.7%. The share of 
online transactions with 
cards issued by local 
PSPs in the private con-
sumption of residents in 
Malta and abroad almost 
doubled since 2017, ris-
ing from 13.3% to 26.0% 
(see Chart 2). 

5   Data for transactions initiated online are reported from the issuing perspective.
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Chart 2
PRIVATE CONSUMPTION OF RESIDENTS AND ONLINE 
TRANSACTIONS INITIATED WITH CARDS ISSUED BY RESIDENT PSPs
(EUR millions; % of private consumption of residents)

(1) Residents include Maltese and foreign nationals residing in Malta for a period of at least 12 months.

(1)
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From this analysis it can be concluded that both payments at physical POS terminals and 
online transactions have been on a steady upward trend.

Payment transactions effected at local POS terminals with cards issued by 
non-resident institutions
Besides cards issued by institutions registered in Malta, payments are also effected at 
POS terminals provided by the locally licenced institutions with payment cards issued by 
non-resident PSPs, that is debit and credit cards issued by institutions which are not locally 
licenced. The following section looks at the volume and value of such payment transac-
tions. These are effected in Malta by tourists and foreign nationals residing in Malta, as well 
as Maltese holders of foreign cards.

As shown in Table 3, data on the volume and value of POS payments effected with for-
eign issued cards increased steadily between 2017 and 2019. The number of transactions 
doubled, from 6.6 million in 2017 to 12.8 million in 2019. Likewise, the corresponding val-
ues surged, from €459.9 million in 2017 to €671.7 million in 2019, resulting in an increase 
of €211.8 million in two years. Due to the COVID-19 situation, this upward stance was 
interrupted, with 2020 registering a decrease of 38.3% in volume (4.9 million) and 54.4% 
(€365.1 million) in value terms. This partly reflects the drop in tourist arrivals emanating 
from the restrictions imposed due to the pandemic, and restrictions to residents in certain 
types of consumption during lockdown periods.  

Analysing the data reported for 2021, an encouraging increase can be noted, with volumes 
going up to 11.8 million for a total value of €458.1 million, resulting in an increase of 49.3% 
in each case. Notwithstanding this increase, both the volume and value of transactions with 
cards issued by non-resident PSPs remain below pre-pandemic levels, likely reflecting the 
fact that tourism expenditure has not fully normalised.

In fact, the share of transactions effected with such cards in the overall consumption of resi-
dents and non-residents stood at 6.8% in 2021. While above the share of 5.2% calculated for 
2020, this is below the share of 8.5% recorded in 2019, just before the pandemic (see Chart 3).

Table 3 also shows that the average value per transaction with non-resident cards declined 
considerably, from €70 in 2017 down to €39 in 2021, indicating that payment cards issued 
by non-resident PSPs are increasingly being used to settle lower value payments.

Table 3

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
 Volume 6,552,655 9,366,329 12,827,544 7,921,030 11,826,436
 Value (€) 459,892,743 591,075,991 671,710,042 306,654,745 458,082,559
 Average value per transaction (€) 70 63 52 39 39
 Number of POS terminals 15,761 15,672 15,911 16,538 17,968
 Volume per terminal 416 598 806 479 658
 Value per terminal (€) 29,179 37,715 42,217 18,542 25,494
 Sources: Central Bank of Malta; author's estimates.

TRANSACTIONS AT DOMESTIC POS TERMINALS WITH DEBIT AND CREDIT CARDS 
ISSUED BY NON-RESIDENT PSPs (INVOLVING NON-MFIs)
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Usage indicator rates in 
the volume and value per 
terminal depict an increas-
ing trend during the first 
three years under review, 
with a sharp decline hap-
pening during 2020, 
resulting from the COVID-
19 travelling restrictions 
and temporary closure of 
shops. Usage began to 
recover during 2021, with 
both volumes and values 
per terminal registering an 
increase of 37.5%.

Overall, the data show 
that the share of POS and online transactions in overall private consumption of residents and 
non-residents has increased steadily in recent years, reaching 51.5% in 2021 from 30.5% in 
2017 (see Chart 3). This was mostly due to the increased use of online transactions since 
the pandemic and, to a lesser extent, the increased use of cards issued by resident PSPs at 
POS terminals. By contrast, transactions carried out with cards issued by non-resident PSPs 
remain below pre-pandemic levels.6 

Conclusion 
The data and information presented in this box show that the number of physical POS termi-
nals in Malta increased especially during 2021, with almost all of these terminals now enabled 
with the contactless functionality. In recent years, foreign acquirers have also been passport-
ing their services in Malta. As these acquirers are obliged to report traffic on their POSs in the 
countries where these are licensed, transactions on these POS terminals are not included. 
Therefore, figures being presented and analysed in this report are net of the transactions 
passed through these foreign POSs and thus may understate the true take up of cards.  

The increase in POS terminals and the improved functionality of debit and credit cards have 
resulted in increased use of this payment method among Maltese consumers as reflected 
in the constant and steady increase in the volume of transactions per terminal with locally 
issued cards along the five years under review. Data also reflects that such payment instru-
ments are being used to settle payments for lower value transactions.

Likewise, POS transactions effected with non-resident cards also increased in terms of vol-
umes of transactions and their corresponding values, slowing down significantly during 2020 
due to the negative consequences arising from the pandemic, impacting international pas-
senger traffic and certain elements of domestic consumption. In 2021, a partial reversal of 
the decrease in 2020 is evident, though also reflecting the incomplete recovery of tourism. 

6   These figures are indicative. They exclude online transactions initiated with cards issued by non-resident PSPs. On the other 
hand, they may include business to business POS card payments and business to business online transactions.
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Chart 3
NOMINAL PRIVATE CONSUMPTION, ONLINE TRANSACTIONS AND
PAYMENTS AT DOMESTIC POS TERMINALS INITIATED WITH CARDS 
ISSUED BY RESIDENT AND NON-RESIDENT PSPs
(EUR millions; % of all private consumption)

(1) Residents include Maltese and foreign nationals residing in Malta for a period of at least 12 months.
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