More Women Needed in Politics: Lib MP

More than half the federal politicians should be women and more men should be working in child care, says Workforce Participation Minister Sharman Stone.

In the second National Press Club debate of the election campaign, two prominent female politicians went head-to-head on women's issues.

Opposition women's spokeswoman Tanya Plibersek took on Dr Stone, one of only three women in the coalition ministry.

"We should be 52 per cent women. I'd like to see parliament representing the actual proportion of women in the population," Dr Stone told the gathering in Canberra.

"But it's not just about gender. It's about having the same diversity of background that you have if you were coming through the House of Representatives and the Senate."

Ms Plibersek said the Labor side of politics was far more gender-balanced than the coalition - with almost 40 per cent of the caucus women.

But Ms Plibersek said she was worried many potential female politicians were turning away because of messages that some coalition members were putting out, for example Bill Heffernan labelling Labor Deputy Leader Julia Gillard "deliberately barren".

"Intelligent, successful young women in the community look at that sort of behaviour from senior politicians and think, 'is that what I'm letting myself in for if I should choose to stand for parliament'," Ms Plibersek said.

But Dr Stone denied there was a "boys' club" mentality.

"That's a bit of an insult to women in politics - we don't think boys take the reins or overrule us, (women must) speak up, if we don't it's our own fault."

On child care, both women acknowledged that there was a serious shortage of workers in the industry.

Dr Stone said men should be targeted.

"A lot of our young children don't have a father figure in their household ... I think more men should be encouraged to work in child care and in early childhood education," the minister said.

But neither Dr Stone nor Ms Plibersek would make any firm commitment to paid maternity leave.

Australia and the US are the only two OECD countries that do not provide a national system of paid maternity leave.

Ms Plibersek did say a Labor government would have the Productivity Commission look at ways to introduce paid maternity leave, but could not make a commitment.

"I certainly would be very happy to be part of a government that provided paid maternity leave in a way that supported families in whatever choices they make ... and doesn't act as a discouragement to businesses to employing young ladies of child bearing age," she said.

Dr Stone said Work Choices had actually increased competition between employers and made them more family-friendly.

Since the changes two years ago, she said there had been a 15 per cent increase in paid maternity leave - rising to 47 per cent.

Dr Stone also hinted that the coalition may consider a tax break for people using nannies.

Currently parents can only claim back some of the costs of nannies if their work prevents them from using regular child care.

Dr Stone said nannies should not be thought of as an elite service.

